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Foreword 





To understand The India Story, any journey to and through Bihar is 
vital—it is both a pilgrimage and a reality check. For, this is a landscape 
more marked than any other by milestones of political shifts and 
movements. It’s a terrain more scarred by relics of exhausted revolutions. 


The State of deep caste inequalities has been home to a recurring radical 
and egalitarian impulse—the Socialist push within the Congress and 
outside it in the 1930s; the land reform law in 1950; Jayaprakash 
Narayan’s call for Total Revolution in the 1970s; Lalu Prasad Yadav’s 
leadership of a wide and strong backward caste coalition that changed 
the grammar of politics and upended upper-caste domination in the 
1990s; the stitching by Nitish Kumar of an agenda of governance to 
the vocabulary of social justice. 


But the consolidation of forces for change has almost always been 
followed by their fragmentation and dissipation. 


At The Indian Express, Santosh Singh is deft at picking up the pieces, 
laying them down again, to show us patterns and the big picture. 


There are journalists and there are journalists and there is Santosh. 
I have the privilege of working with him, on the field, on the desk and, 
at odd hours in the night, on the phone. Every conversation is a learning. 
At a time when ‘reporting for a national news organisation’, in a State 
capital is largely reduced to TV crews parked outside VVIP bungalows 
setting up the scene for a prime time anchor rant at 9 pm, Santosh goes 
where the camera doesn’t—or cannot—go. 


His feet firmly planted and his ear always to the ground, he has a rare 
gift: Of listening to whispers in the power corridors and to voices that 
go unheard in city and village and in between. From his investigative 
series on abuse in a Muzaffarpur shelter home to caste prejudice and 
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discrimination in the police force 30 years after Mandal; to the social and 
public health side of prohibition, Santosh’s work has enriched his readers 
with a keen understanding of Bihar, story by story. 


He brings his formidable journalistic and analytical tools to his 
remarkable new book JP to BJP. As he explains, in the run-up to 
an election held amid a pandemic, the plateauing and stunting of the 
Nitish promise has been the real story this time, whatever the electoral 
consolidation and whichever the winner. In a sense, in this election, 
both Nitish and his predecessor and rival Lalu, both children of the 
JP movement, were up against dead ends of their own making. 


For Lalu, in jail for corruption since 2017, the last assembly election that 
he fought and won with Nitish and the Congress in the Mahagathbandhan, 
was also the last election in which he drove the campaign. Still 
remembered by backward castes in the State for giving them a voice, 
Lalu Prasad sniffed a chance of the second coming in the State assembly 
polls 2020 but missed it by a whisker. 


Now that he has become Chief Minister for the fourth time, this 
meticulously reported book explains, Nitish 4.0 will be a much more 
diminutive figure than Nitish 1.0, the Development Man who steered the 
Bihar Turnaround. The euphoria of the first and second terms, which 
saw the restoring of the authority of the state, and some sparkling 
government schemes, has all but faded. The low-hanging fruits have 
been plucked, it seems, and Nitish 3.0 seemed a man running out of 
ideas, falling back on the tried and the failed. 


Nitish has always needed a partner to win—he was with the Bharatiya 
Janata Party (BJP), then with Lalu-Congress. And yet, when another chief 
minister from Gujarat first laid claim to prime ministership of India, 
it was Chief Minister Nitish Kumar who was, briefly, spoken of as his 
likely challenger. In the 2020 assembly election, his Janata Dal (United) 
struggled to call the shots on its home turf in the alliance with Modi’s 
BJP. Nitish may continue in power, but in many ways, he is no longer 
powerful. 


So, what happens in Bihar then—the political State for the first time in 
many decades without a tall leader of its own? 
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Will Bihar be content to gather and to stand still under the Modi 
umbrella? What of its many incomplete revolutions of social justice and 
secularism, and its landscapes alive with the past and present struggles 
of its peoples and the movements of its migrants? 


In the summer months of 2020, men and women and children across 
the country, keeping their hopes on hold, trudged home, in fear, 
across a locked-down nation. This winter election has delivered a new 
government. But what will be the next chapter of the Bihar turbulence? 


This book, in its rigorous search for answers to these questions, deepens 
our understanding of political and social change. If his earlier work, Ruled 
or Misruled: Story and Destiny of Bihar, was a panoramic sweep down the 
years, looking at the past to explain the present, in JP to BJP: Bihar after 
Lalu and Nitish, Santosh has provided us a compass to navigate the future. 
Of a State that, in its hope and despair, in its millions of young women 
and men, their dreams far outweighing the burdens of their history, will 
continue to write and shape the story of an entire nation. 


Raj Kamal Jha 
Chief Editor 
The Indian Express 
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What is the inside story of the great Indian political somersault by Nitish 
Kumar in July 2017 when he snapped ties with the Rashtriya Janata Dal 
(RJD) to return to the National Democratic Alliance (NDA)? Why did the 
man who had sought to counter Narendra Modi’s ‘Congress-mukt Bharat’ 
line with his vow of a ‘Sangh-mukt Bharat” walk away from being the 
emerging nucleus of Opposition politics? Was saving his CM’s chair 
the only objective, or did a smart BJP plan to ‘fix him with RJD support’ 
ground the Nalanda man? Who assigned Chirag Paswan to damage Nitish? 


Which top RJD leader did Prem Chand Gupta accompany to meet BJP 
leader Arun Jaitley in Delhi, and why? Who had eventually opened the 
conduit to the BJP, to facilitate Nitish Kumar’s return to the NDA? What 
is the RJD’s side of the story—and could the resignation of Lalu Prasad’s 
legacy Tejashwi Yadav as Deputy CM, following allegations of corruption, 
have saved the Grand Alliance government? Was the Srijan scam—the 
alleged siphoning off of $1,500 crore of government funds into an NGO’s 
account between 2009 and 2017—the BJP’s trump card that got Nitish 
back into the saffron camp? 


Why and how did Ram Vilas Paswan miss the chance to become the 
chief minister of Bihar twice, and an outside chance of becoming Prime 
Minister once? Had he really quit the NDA over Godhra" in 2002—and 


i. Mukt translated as: Free of. 


ii, The reference here is to the Godhra Train Burning case. In an horrific incident 
that occurred on the morning of 27 February 2002, 59 Hindu pilgrims and 
karsevaks (religious volunteers) returning from the town of Ayodhya, were killed 
in a fire inside the Sabarmati Express train near the Godhra railway station in the 
Indian State of Gujarat. The commission set up by the government of Gujarat to 
investigate the train burning spent 6 years going over the details of the case, 
and concluded that the fire was a result of arson. 

Creative Commons Free Resource: Wikimedia, Wikipedia. 

Creativecommons.org 
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who wanted him to return to the alliance before the 2014 Lok Sabha" 
elections? Didn’t Tejashwi Prasad Yadav surprise all political pundits and 
rivals and set the agenda for the 2020 assembly elections? How did the 
BJP deftly plan to cut the JD(U) to size? How did Chirag Paswan work to 
a perfect plan to make Nitish lose at least in 20 seats? Who gave Tejashwi 
the idea of offering 10 lakh jobs during the elections and how did he 
almost succeed in dismantling Bihar’s caste arithmetic? 


Nitish Kumar now looks a pale shadow of himself, both ideologically 
and politically. The onus is now on Nitish Kumar to come up with some 
new ideas of governance. Nitish is accountable to the people of Bihar for 
not being able to take the State to the next level of growth from the 
rudimentary bijli, sadak and paani. Why could he not bring any industry, 
or even some food processing units, to Bihar after several global meets 
of prospective investors—despite getting three consecutive terms in 
power? Nitish may well go down in history as one of the best CMs of 
Bihar, but the industrialisation seen under the first chief minister, 
Srikrishna Singh, and the social empowerment that the Socialist icon 
Karpoori Thakur brought, will still be the benchmarks. 


This book tells the story of why Nitish failed. Failed to implement the 
recommendations of the D Bandopadhyay Commission on land reforms, 
and why the State government’s Common School System project was 
shelved at the last stage, after it had got the final go-ahead and its annual 
budget plan had been discussed. It also deals with the irony of a chief 
minister making both a virtue and a vice of liquor as a revenue generator 
and a political tool, but whose prohibition order ultimately ended up 
boosting the price of cheap, illegal liquor by a factor of three or more. 


The book takes up a whole range of questions, confusions and 
conundrums of the politics of Bihar from the 1930s onward—from 
Triveni Sangh to Ram Manohar Lohia’s brave fight against the Congress 
to the JP Movement’s onslaught against the autocratic rule of Indira 


iii. India's parliament is bicameral, with a Lok Sabha or lower house of 
representatives and an upper house called the Rajya Sabha. 


iv. Bijli, Sadak, Paani is a popular phrase in Hindi denoting the demand for basic 
infrastructure of electricity, roads and safe drinking water. 
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Gandhi and the arrival of Lalu and Nitish on the national and Bihar’s 
political landscape. 


Jayaprakash Narayan (JP), born in pre-Independence Bihar, not only led 
a movement of students in the 1970s, but also brought the Socialists and 
the saffron together to pave the way for an era of coalition politics, which 
was broadbased by Atal Bihari Vajpayee. Socialists Lalu and Nitish were 
the brilliant harvests of the maverick movement and from the saffron 
camp shone Sushil Kumar Modi, Ravi Shankar Prasad and Ashwini 
Kumar Choubey. In fact, the US educated Marxist JP had contextualised 
his politics in time, without facing overt accusations of ding-dong 
ideology. Lalu and Nitish rendered the Congress irrelevant in Bihar after 
1990. Nitish remains firmly ensconced in his position, albeit with a 
significant saffron robe over his green shirt. 


While the book dwells at length on little-known or unknown stories of 
the three products of the JP Movement—Lalu, Nitish and Paswan—it 
recounts the parallel journey of the Socialists’ struggle against the 
Congress. The story of the Socialist Movement in India from the time of 
Ram Manohar Lohia, JP, Basavan Singh, Suraj Narayan Singh, Karpoori 
Thakur, Ramanand Tiwary, Kapildeo Singh, Lalu Prasad, to finally Nitish 
Kumar, is the story of the political defeat of the Congress. The Bhagalpur 





riots of 1989" changed the politics of Bihar for all times to come and 
marked the virtual end of the road for the Congress in the State. 


The book looks at politics in the State through the social prism—and 
how the Congress failed to read the social pulse in its politics centred 
around upper castes, Dalits and Muslims. The Congress seldom gave 
importance to its non-upper caste faces like Bir Chand Patel, Lahtan 
Choudhary, Ram Lakhan Singh Yadav, and even Sitaram Kesri. The brief 
moments of glory for OBC" leader Daroga Rai and Scheduled Caste 
leader Bhola Paswan Shastri as chief minister came more because of 


v. This refers to the violence between Hindus and Muslims in the Bhagalpur 
district of Bihar, India in October end, 1989. The riots continued for the next two 
months, affecting Bhagalpur city and 250 villages around it. Over 1,000 people 
(about 900 of them were Muslims) were killed, and another 50,000 people were 
displaced. 

Creative Commons sources. 


vi. Other Backward Class in India's government caste enlistment. 
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pressure from the Socialists, and due to the Congress not having numbers 
in the Assembly. 


The book also tells the story of how Rahul Gandhi averted a coup that 
was being engineered by an ambitious Dalit leader in a key Bihar 
Congress post. The story of how Rahul caught the veteran Congress 
leader Sadanand Singh napping is as revealing as it is interesting. 


The idea of JP to BJP!, the title and the underlying theme of the book, is 
to tell the story of conflict, confusion, and co-existence of the Socialist 
green and the BJP’s saffron. The untouchability of the Bharatiya Jana 
Sangh was first diluted in 1967, when it aligned with the Samyukta 
Socialist Party (SSP) to form the first non-Congress government in then- 
united Bihar under Mahamaya Prasad Sinha. Here again, a tall upper caste 
leader stalled the chance of Karpoori Thakur to become CM. Thakur still 
emerged as the original subaltern hero and went on to become CM twice. 
The Jana Sangh again became ‘acceptable’ during the JP Movement, which 
sought to bring people of all hues together. 


I have taken three instances from the days of JP and Lohia to those 
of Nitish Kumar to explain the Socialists’ dilemma—their assertions of 
independence and their surrender before Narendra Modi’s BJP. Before 
the 1952 general elections, Socialist stalwart Ramnandan Mishra had 
written a pamphlet, ‘Socialist Party Kidhar? (Whither Socialist Party?)’, 
highlighting how it was at a crossroads, and was not utilising a historic 
opportunity. On 11 April 1952, the party’s State executive was discussing 
the forthcoming elections and Mishra’s pamphlet. While speaking 
at the State executive, Jayaprakash Narayan broke down. Mishra met JP 
the very next day and said, ‘Aapke aansuon ka bojh mera rajnaitik jeevan 
sahan nahi kar sakta (My political life cannot carry the weight of your 
tears)’. Mishra retired from active politics and took to spiritualism. 





The second key instance is from 1970. Here I try to explain a bit of 
OBC assertion, reflected through banter between two Socialist peers, 
Ramanand Tiwary and Karpoori Thakur. The two stalwarts were 
attending the wedding of a relative of JP’s at the residence of fellow 
Socialist Suraj Narayan Singh. Tiwary, who would often take swipes at 
his friend and rival Thakur, told him: ‘You do not have to worry much 
as six anna is already reserved.’ Tiwary was jokingly referring to the 
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tradition of Brahmins and barbers sharing the dakshina” in a 10:6 ratio. 
Thakur, gnashing his teeth, shot back: ‘Ab chhau anna se kaam nahi chalne 
wala (six annas will no longer do).’ 


In the third instance, I try to explain the high and low of Nitish Kumar's 
political position from being a prime challenger of Narendra Modi to 
being relegated to a political pygmy in a matter of ten years. At the height 
of his popularity in 2009, Chief Minister Nitish Kumar ensured that his 
Gujarat counterpart Narendra Modi, an evidently polarising figure, did 
not get to campaign in Bihar during the Lok Sabha elections. Less than a 
decade later in 2017, Nitish was a pathetic caricature of his earlier self, 
and had to return to the NDA fold, playing second fiddle to Modi, who 
was by then the Prime Minister of India. In 2020, the election were 
fought on BJP’s terms. 


The book is an attempt to answer what could lie beyond the full circle of 
JP’s three political scions. Lalu Prasad has been out of political action 
because of conviction in the fodder scam™ and due to his failing health. 
Ram Vilas Paswan took the Rajya Sabha route and handed over his party 
to his son before his death on 8 October 2020. Nitish alone looks good 
for a few more years in active politics. He has been complacent because 
of the TINA (there is no alternative) factor. But mass reverse migration, 
because of job losses due to the Covid-19 pandemic sweeping the 
country, has been trying to stare him down, and he is feigning not to 
blink. His opponent from the next generation, Tejashwi, has emerged as 
a leader in the 2020 assembly polls and came out of the shadow of his 
father. In fact, he not only offered a formidable choice to voters but also 
made the big stalwarts, Narendra Modi and Nitish Kumar, offer a counter 
to his 10 lakh jobs agenda. Saffron has drawn parity in the Lok Sabha by 


vii. Dakshina is the toll payed to the upper caste priest and the barber officiating 
in rituals. It is a Pali-Sanskrit word used in many Indian languages. 
Gurudakshina: Fee for a teacher. Anna is a pre-1957 coin. 


viii. In January 1996, a raid on the offices of the Animal Husbandry department 
in Chaibasa unearthed the %950-crore fodder scam that embroiled then Bihar 
chief minister Lalu Yadav in a lifelong tussle with the CBI. Large-scale 
embezzlement of government treasury funds given to non-existent companies 
for purchase and supply of cattle fodder in Bihar in the 1990s was the highlight 
of this scam. 

Creative Commons sources. 
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contesting an equal number of seats as the JD(U) in 2019. In the 2020 
assembly polls, the JD(U) and the BJP arrived at a 122:121 seat-sharing 
formula. The BJP succeeded in becoming a senior NDA partner with 74 
seats as against JD(U)’s 43 seats. The BJP’s next step is to make Bihar’s 
politics bipolar—between BJP and RJD. 


The dominant theme of national politics—a cocktail of Hindutva and 
nationalism—could not find an echo in Bihar politics in the 2020 
elections because of Tejashwi successfully setting the narrative of jobs 
and presenting a fresh bid for development beyond the basics of Bijli, 
Sadak and Paani. At the same time, it has put ‘socialist’ politics at a 
crossroad, with the BJP playing the aggressive shot while its opponents 
try to water it down through dharna patriotism. 


The polarisation has further sharpened with the planned move towards 
the National Register of Citizens and the National Population Register. 
Aggressive nationalism, which helped the BJP secure a Lok Sabha 
majority in 2019, was pushed in the Bihar Legislative Assembly elections. 
On the other side, the Shaheen Bagh model of protest is being emulated 
everywhere in India, including in Bihar. The attempt has been to project 
it as everyone’s protest—which is not limited to Muslims alone. A large 
number of anti-CAA protestors now reiterate Hindu-Muslim unity with 
the invocation of ‘Ashfaq-Bismil ki yaari, virasat hai hamari (the friendship 
of Ashfaqullah Khan and Ram Prasad Bismil is our legacy)’. 


This is the biggest challenge the practitioners of Socialist politics face. 
Nitish Kumar has been in alliance with the BJP for decades. His party 
JD(U) is ideologically confused. It supported the CAA but opposed the 
NRC. It did not want the scrapping of Article 370 in J&K,* but it stands 


ix. In August 1925, India's freedom fighters Chandrashekhar Azad, Bismil, 
Ashfaqullah Khan, Rajendra Lahiri and Roshan Singh looted a train which was 
carrying British treasury funds, between Kakori and Lucknow. Ram Prasad 
Bismil, Ashfaqullah Khan and Roshan Singh were given death sentence by the 
then ruling British government. 


x. Article 370 of the Indian Constitution was a ‘temporary provision’ which granted 

special autonomous status to Jammu & Kashmir. It was active since the 1950s 

and some laws, privileges and practices that were prevalent in the rest of India 

could not be practiced in J&K. This article was abrogated on 4 August 2019. 
Creative Commons sources. 
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abrogated today. JD(U) had a different take on the Ayodhya issue, but 
the Supreme Court has paved the way for the construction of a Ram 
Mandir. It opposed the triple talaq bill in the Rajya Sabha,” but the 
practice is now legally criminalised. 


A cornered Nitish Kumar now asserts that he cannot compromise on 
‘Triple C (crime, corruption and communalism). But the ‘Socialist’ 
leader knows he has lost the moral authority he had temporarily gained 
when his party walked out of the NDA in June 2013. 


Lalu Prasad never got his socialism right. While he languishes in jail, he 
wants his younger son to take his legacy forward. The smaller carriers 
of the Socialist banner, too, are confused. The LJP walked out of NDA at 
a strategic time and set out on its ‘assigned’ mission of cutting Nitish to 
size. It did succeed but at its own expense. Upendra Kushwaha’s 
Rashtriya Lok Samata Party (RLSP) became part of a third front in 
which only AIMIM (Owaisi’s All India Majlis-e-Ittehad-ul-Muslimeen) 
impressed by winning five 4 seats. The real battle was between Tejashwi 
and the Nitish-Modi combine. But history will remember the 2020 
election as the arrival of an alternative. Green is not yet giving up but 
saffron has started looming on the horizon like a sunrise. 


As the casteism versus nationalism debate rages, the political 
empowerment of Dalits has not been accomplished in Bihar. Power has 
not yet been transferred from the OBC leadership to the Dalit leadership. 
The fleeting presence of Bhola Paswan Shastri, Karpoori Thakur, Ram 
Sundar Das and Jitan Ram Manjhi as chief ministers has not served their 
purpose. This is in stark contrast with neighbouring Uttar Pradesh, 
which has seen Mayawati as a powerful voice of Dalit politics. Most 
evidently, the unique demographic composition of Bihar is the reason. 


xi. In India, Personal Laws have constitutional protection. 

The Muslim Women (Protection of Rights on Marriage) Act, 2019 is an Act of 
the Parliament, criminalising triple talaq. In August 2017, the Supreme Court of 
India had declared triple talaq, also known as talaq-e-biddat or instant divorce 
(which has been used by Muslims in India to abandon their wives legally), as 
criminal. It advocated three years of jail for those using it and alimony and 
maintenance for the wife. A new law had to be enacted to end this practice and 
the concerned bills had to be ratified by both houses of Parliament. 

Creative Commons sources. 
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Be that as it may, historically the Dalits of Bihar have veered towards the 
erstwhile MCC and the then CPI (Maoist) and CPI (M-L).*" 


A noteworthy entrant to Bihar’s political cauldron has been the former 
JNU Students’ Union president and CPI leader Kanhaiya Kumar. He 
did create ripples by taking on the BJP’s Giriraj Singh in the 2019 
elections in Begusarai. Kanhaiya attracted the attention of Muslims, 
Dalits, youth and women. Kanhaiya does not have a strong party and the 
Congress in Bihar does not have a strong leader, and the twain can 
possibly meet. But the Congress is not sure because of Kanhaiya’s training 
and temperament—it would prefer someone who is moderate and 
modest. Kanhaiya did campaign at some places in the 2020 polls but he 
was not much in demand because of his polarising image. At one point, 
he was also seen as a challenge to Tejashwi. That story, however, is 
yet to fully unfold. The rise of Tejashwi has now also made it difficult 
for Kanhaiya to make his entry into State politics. If he is acquitted in 
the sedition case, he can still work out some option but his next goal 
could be to contest the 2024 Lok Sabha election from Begusarai as a 
Mahagathbandhan ally. 


Poll strategist Prashant Kishor has also attempted to join the race through 
his digital forum ‘Baat Bihar Ki’ which aims to mobilise the youth and 
create a base for his future political bargaining with non-RJD patties. 
Prashant Kishor has stayed away completely from the Bihar polls because 
of Covid and also because of his focus on the 2021 West Bengal elections. 
He might start preparing his ground in Bihar after mid 2021, but he faces 
a difficult task. If he works on identifying and grooming leaders at the 
panchayat levels, he will definitely be noticed. But until he bites the dust 


xii. When the Communist Party of India (Marxist-Leninist) was founded in 1969, 
rallying various Maoist tendencies into a unified organisation, some groups 
retained a separate identity and remained outside of CPI(ML). One such group 
was nicknamed Dakshin Desh, after the name of its publication. The group had 
begun publishing Dakshin Desh along Maoist lines. The group was joined by 
a sector of trade union activists. In 1975 the group took the name Maoist 
Communist Centre. However, in spite of several years of political and armed 
activities, the group failed to make a breakthrough in the Jangal Mahal area. 
In 1976 it decided to expand its activities to other parts of the country. MCC 
leader till 1982 was Gurudas Chatterjee. 
Creative Commons sources. 
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and grind of Bihar, his IT war-room and data mining are not going to 
help him much. 


The Congress, which as an aberration had got 27 seats in the 2015 Lok 
Sabha elections because of Nitish and Lalu coming together, proved to 
be a damp squib in 2020. It won only 19 seats of the 70 seats it contested 
for the assembly and became Tejashwi’s weakest link in the RJD-led 
alliance, euphemistically called Mahagathbandhan. The Bihar Congress 
office at Sadakat Ashram continues to be in search of a leader who can 
revive its lost glory. The Congress is desperate to stay afloat in Bihar, 
which is caught in a hide-and-seek game of now green and then saffron. 


Can the politics of nationalism overpower the trademark caste politics of 
Bihar? Where will the politics of development find a place in this race? 
What does the convergence, compromise, conflict and corrosion of 
green and saffron hold for the future of Bihar? This book attempts to 
piece together this puzzle as well. 


The biggest puzzle is when will the BJP start work on announcing the 
end of the Nitish era. He might be allowed to continue in his Bihar saddle 
for sometime but the BJP has cut the cloth to size and is getting almost 
everything according to its own script, including two deputy CMs. 


Nitish hardly has any choice. He can, at best, help Tejashwi become CM 
at some point in the future, but he does not stand to gain anything from 
this. Nitish may well fold his innings in NDA company now. BJP has 
actually managed a sweet revenge for opposing Modi in 2014 and can 
now make best use of his administrative acumen at the Centre. It is just 
a matter of time. 


It is the RJD that faces the maximum heat though from the political 
confusion that is Bihar today. 


As a journalist, I have addressed these issues through my reporting 
assignments, and I have tried to weave in relevant references. It is a 
mix of my field journalism, interaction with primary and secondary 
characters, and a lot of historical references. I would love this book to be 
remembered as my best political byline of permanent value. 


It is all yours now—and the bouquets and brickbats are mine. 


THE FULL CIRCLE 





RJD chief Lalu Prasad had sent his emissary to Arun Jaitley... 


Aapki Khabar Prem Gupta se milti rahti hai (I get to know about you 
through RJD leader Prem Gupta).... 


Mujhe goli maari jayegi, lekin aap jaise log mere parthiv sharir par sar 
rakh kar royenge (1 will be shot dead and people like you will cry 
over my body). 


I had sensed unease on several occasions after he started ignoring 
me from February 2017, when I saw JD(U) national general secretary 
Sanjay Jha alongside him.... 
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The Return 


Who would have anticipated a homecoming like this? 
But when the belly is on fire 
And there isn’t a penny in the pocket 
What does a migrant do? 


When government promises have hollowed out 
And the future looks bleak 
Then you remember only home. 


These feet have measured the earth 
A few thousand kilometres are nothing. 


They announced a lockdown 
Yet thousands left. 
Children, women and the elderly. 
A child who slept on the slender pipe of the bicycle 
The father who surged ahead with all his energy left. 


The image of this return was unprecedented. 


While systems blamed each other 
Families were not happy with the return of their people. 


What is this contagion era? 
Where we must go through the fire test 
What individual, what state! 

On the roads, you saw a flood of humans 
A mirrored image of migration 
Were they returning from the moon, too? 


Step down from the peaks of power 
Your people have returned. 
They don’t want your throne 

They pose a test for your leadership. 


Stop this virus 
It is going everywhere 
With baggage on bent backs. (1) 
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BIHAR CHIEF MINISTER Nitish Kumar had hardly ever ventured 
out of his highly sanitised official residence since the COVID 
crisis began. The Chief Minister became ‘virtual’, literally, talking 
to his officers mostly through videoconferencing. During the 
floods, he would conduct aerial surveys. During the great COVID 
challenge, he has been conducting digital surveys. He has spoken 
to migrants in quarantine centres from a digital distance. He has 
offered doles but only as a belated response, and more because of 
national embarrassment. When they started walking back home, 
ignoring hunger and blisters on their soles, Nitish had to reconcile 
to the great return of the migrants. 


History will judge how the Chief Minister dealt with the biggest 
ever crisis during his third term, and he will be compared with 
how chief ministers of other States did so. Over 40 lakh migrants,’ 
who have returned, are still looking up to Nitish with hope. He 
does not lack the will to serve but seems to lack conviction. He is 
losing the connection, and his government seems to have given 
up on the virus. His people remain exposed, so does the system. 


Now into his fourth term as CM, Nitish Kumar knows there is no 
longer any TINA (There is no alternative) factor operating in 
Bihar. There are at least four significant alternatives, Tejashwi his 
biggest challenger. Chirag Paswan could also be a future leader. So 
could Kanahiya or Prshant. And any of the umpteen under-fories 
who contested this polls. Not to discount the BJP CMs waiting in 
the wings. 


Of the three products of the JP Movement, Nitish is at the fag end 
of his career, Lalu has been ailing and Ram Vilas is no more. JP’s 


i. CM Nitish Kumar told Hindustan Times’ Vinod Sharma on 28 April that ‘as 
per real time information, more than 2.5 million migrants have applied for 
immediate relief of 71,000, which is being provided from the Chief Minister's 
Relief Fund through the disaster management department. We expect this 
number to rise to more than 3 million’. This estimate has been revised to beyond 
4 million (as reported in MSN). 
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Movement has come full circle. The green of Socialism has started 
fading. 


Nitish’s three terms can be defined by three words for each: road, 
politics and energy, in that order. The Lalu Prasad-Rabri Devi 
regime can be defined in these terms: Mandalisation and 
secularisation of politics, Yadavisation over social empowerment, 
misrule, caste war and the fodder scam. Paswan, meanwhile, 
pursued ‘politics of the comfort zone’-—his ideological position 
against Godhra and resignation from the AB Vajpayee Cabinet had 
more to do with the rise of Nitish than any ideology. 


It is also sheer irony that the Railways ministry was the common 
link and bone of contention that bound the three JP scions. 
Paswan lost out to Nitish after he exited the NDA. After the 2004 
Lok Sabha UPA win, Lalu Prasad stepped in while Nitish eyed the 
Bihar crown. Paswan, too, had wanted the Railways in 2004 but 
lost to Lalu’s guiles and the RJD’s numerical strength in Parliament. 
For Nitish, swapping Railways for Bihar with Lalu was the ultimate 
goal, which he achieved in 2005. 


Paswan hid his age and experience behind the hair dye. He gave 
it all to his son, Chirag Paswan, except his Cabinet berth. He 
stayed focused on limited Dalit politics involving more than six 
per cent of votes. He was clear about his role as a balance-tilter 
and cementing element in any alliance. 


Lalu Prasad Yadav 


Cut to 2020. Lalu Prasad has been lodged in a Ranchi jail, spending 
most of his incarceration inside the Rajendra Institute of Medical 
Sciences (RIMS) in the city, after being convicted in the fodder 
scam. He is lodged in a two-room set with two attendants- 
cum-cooks, Asgar and Lakshman. His 12ft x 12ft room has a large 
single bed, a rack, a table and two chairs. On the rack is an image 
of Lord Shiva; the only book on it is a copy of the RJD leader’s 
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autobiography, Gopalganj To Raisina. He gets newspapers of his 
choice, mostly in the vernacular language. There is an attached 
toilet. Since he sleeps late, he is a late riser. He usually calls out for 
Lakshman or Asgar after 9 am. He likes bread, sattu (roasted gram 
flour) and at times rotis of madua (millet) for breakfast. His room 
is stacked with gifts of sattu, Katarni rice and beaten rice brought 
by visitors. Only three visitors are allowed, on Saturdays, but 
there is no less than 100 people present outside his ward always, 
some satisfied with merely asking the police personnel about his 
well-being. A security team is posted at the ground floor entrance 
under the gaze of CCTV cameras. 


Lalu Prasad, with a laidback lifestyle, takes his bath around 
11 am, which is followed by a visit from the doctor. He engages in 
light conversation with doctors and nurses. After his meal, he 
catches some sleep. Later, he reads the newspapers or watches TV, 
mostly news channels and at times some old films featuring Dilip 
Kumar, Raj Kapoor, Madhubala and Vyjayanthimala. He keenly 
watches his party spokespersons on TV channels and often gives 
them feedback with praise and advice on ways to defend the party 
more forcefully. Lakshman and Asgar are his only companions. 
The two have been at their master’s beck and call all through his 
jail term. His trusted aide Bhola Yadav is often spotted giving 
support to his master. Lalu Prasad is not allowed to use his phone 
but it is said that he finds ways to talk to his family. His younger 
son Tejashwi Prasad Yadav has constantly been in touch with him 
on political and family matters. The world of the ‘Mandal Messiah’ 
and ‘Raja of Bihar’ has been reduced to 400 sq ft. 


Ranchi-based former principal correspondent of The Telegraph, 
Vijay Deo Jha, who has extensively covered Lalu Prasad’s jail 
term in the Birsa Munda Jail, and later in the payee ward of 
RIMS, says: ‘There are some hilarious tales and some emotional 
moments. When his wife and former Bihar CM Rabri Devi met 
him after 16 months, she wore dark glasses to hide her moist 
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eyes. What we learnt was that the two did not speak to each other 
for the first five-seven minutes when they met. The then RJD 
Jharkhand president, Annapurna Devi had said at the time that 
Rabri Devi wore dark glasses because of an eye surgery, but it was 
just a cover-up for the emotions of a husband and wife meeting.’ 


On another instance, when doctors advised him against eating 
some of his favourite food items, Lalu said, ‘Modi toh maar hi raha 
hai, aap log toh jeene dijiye (Narendra Modi is killing me politically, 
you people should at least let me live)’. In yet another instance, 
the jail authorities had denied supply of chewing tobacco to his 
ward as ‘jail manuals did not allow it’. (2) 


Lalu Prasad, who always attacked former Bihar Deputy CM Sushil 
Modi for having launched a ‘serial attack’ on his family, before the 
Indian Railway Catering and Tourism Corporation (IRCTC) scam 
case," had called his rival to request that the then Jharkhand CM 
Raghuvar Das take care of him. On a personal level, Lalu Prasad 
has never expressed bitterness towards Sushil Modi, one of the five 
petitioners in the fodder scam case. 


Lalu Prasad’s Twitter handle is managed by his office. He keeps 
attacking Nitish and Narendra Modi. But his rivals were happy that 
the biggest mass leader in Bihar after Srikrishna Singh and Karpoori 
Thakur is out of political action, and that his popular phrases and 
mannerisms were not heard in poll campaigns. The 2015 Lok 
Sabha polls was his last outing. He has renal ailments and other 
health complications. 


The man kept glued to the TV set during the 2020 Assembly polls. 
He had played a key role in selecting all candidates. Because of 
wavering loyalty of the Mallah leader Mukesh Sahani, Lalu was 
not in favour of projecting the Vikasshil Insaan Party (VIP) leader 


ii. The case pertains to alleged irregularities in granting operational contract of 
two IRCTC hotels to a private firm during Lalu’s stint as the Rail Minister. 
The CBI had on 16 April 2017 filed the charge sheet in the case, claiming 
there were enough evidence against Lalu, Rabri Devi, Tejashwi and others. 
Financial Express. 
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as deputy CM and let him go. Lalu had also not been keen on 
giving Congress more than 60 seats, but agreed on 70 seats 
because he did not want Congress out of the Mahagathbandhan. 
As Tejashwi started getting huge crowds in his rallies, the proud 
father watched the screen as long as he could keep awake. 
He would tell his assistants how Tejashwi was going to make it 
this time. After most exit polls gave the RJD-led alliance a clear 
majority, an overjoyed Lalu sent a message to Tejashwi about 
asking supporters not to burst crackers. But after the actual 
results came, he reportedly told his assistants how the mandate 
was hijacked. The man who kept his composure in the face of 
several electoral defeats, believes that the NDA will crumble under 
its own contradictions, more so with a diminished Nitish. 


Nitish Kumar 


Nitish, the other offshoot of the JP Movement, has traversed 
from being a struggling Bakhtiarpur political activist, often riding 
pillion on the motorbike of his associate Munna Sarkar, to winning 
four Assembly elections on the trot, thrice with BJP and once with 
the RJD and the Congress. At present, he looks more of a practical 
politician clinging on to his chair. Ideologically, this is the weakest 
phase of his party, JD(U). Governance-wise, Nitish has not taken 
Bihar to the next level of development with little industrial growth 
and no further expansion of Patna. Arun Jaitley had once advised 
Nitish to connect Hajipur and Muzaffarpur to Patna with several 
bridges and make it an education and industrial hub, or at least 
what Noida is to Delhi. The problem of Bihar and Nitish is that 
they are still compared to the situation during Lalu’s regime. 
Nitish has fallen short in challenging himself. 


Alliance-wise, everyone knew Nitish was unlikely to take another 
risk and likes to stay afloat with the BJP, though at the expense 
of his own political capital as a secular leader in the den of 
the saffron brigade. He still wants to cling on to the memory of the 
initial phase of Bihar’s turnaround in comparison to Lalu. This is 
where his idea of development is flawed. The BJP in Bihar under 
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Narendra Modi’s leadership at the Centre is no longer the Team B 
of JD(U), unlike before the NDA split in 2013. In fact, the BJP 
is on par with the JD(U) and was the senior partner. But then, 
the BJP needed Nitish because it could not have afforded to 
lose election in another State. Nitish needed the BJP because he 
wanted to remain on the CM chair. As of now, the constraints of 
coexistence are mutual, somewhat corrosive, yet comforting. 


On 18 February 2020, poll strategist Prashant Kishor launched 
a political initiative called Baat Bihar Ki in Patna. It may not 
be a landmark in Bihar politics, but it does tell a story—of 
Nitish Kumars much-flaunted development model and his 
ideological crisis. Kishor, the IT war-room data Moghul, had risen 
to fame and recognition for designing Narendra Modi’s 2014 
Lok Sabha campaign, especially the winning slogan, Achhe Din 
Aayenge (The good days will come). He deserted Modi for Nitish in 
the 2015 Bihar Assembly campaign, weaving the theme of Bihar 
mein bahaar hai, Nitish Kumar hai (There is happiness in Bihar, 
there is Nitish Kumar). 


Kishor has offered an idea of alternative politics that does not talk 
about trite comparisons with Lalu Prasad’s rule or misrule. Kishor 
unleashes some 18 development indices to drive home his point. 
The most pertinent data is Bihar’s static 22nd national position 
between 2005 and 2018, in terms of per capita income. Add to 
it the story of over 4 million incomeless migrants. People like 
Kishor are masters of data, and each number can be used to tell a 
story. He also talks of preferring a vanquished Nitish of 2014, with 
two Lok Sabha MPs, to a leader reduced to being a sidekick of the 
BJP with 16 MPs. 


That is not the grouse of just Kishor but several others who have 
keenly followed and examined Nitish’s politics. In 2020, there has 
been hardly anything that separates Nitish from the BJP. The 
points of contention between them, Article 370 and Ayodhya, 
do not hold now with the central government abrogating the 
former and the Supreme Court settling the latter. Another issue of 
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disagreement between them, the Uniform Civil Code, is also partly 
resolved with the Modi government criminalising instant Triple 
Talaq. So, Nitish is now just left with his image of a development 
man. With the JD(U) voting in favour of the Constitution 
(Amendment) Act (CAA) and being ambivalent about the National 
Population Register (NPR), Nitish was not able to take a call on 
the pro-CAA rallies and the Shaheen Bagh model of protests. 


For the first time since the 1989 Bhagalpur riots, the Muslim 
population of Bihar—about 17 per cent—might have thought 
clearly about their choice of Nitish’s idea of convenient secularism. 
Nitish may still look good for another term but he has reached a 
blind alley now. 


Of course, there is still no doubt that Nitish will go down in 
history as one of the best chief ministers. But he will still be up 
against two great predecessors—Srikrishna Singh and Karpoori 
Thakur—and even the much-reviled Lalu Prasad for his social 
empowerment. Singh’s era had shaped New Bihar with a flurry of 
industrialisation, and projects such as the Indian Oil Corporation 
(IOC) facility in Barauni, Heavy Electricals Limited (HEL) and 
Damodar Valley Corporation in undivided Bihar under the early 
Five-Year plans. Karpoori Thakur ruled Bihar for a little over two- 
and-a-half years as CM but the scale of his work, from waiving 
school fees to removing English as a compulsory subject in Class 
10 to announcing 26 per cent quota and holding panchayat 
elections, still has replication and resonance in Nitish’s politics. 


The dimming of Nitish was there to see during the 2019 Lok Sabha 
polls, when the poll campaign was completely dominated by 
Narendra Modi. Images of the two leaders showed Nitish’s clear 
discomfort, especially amid the hyper-nationalistic pitch. Nitish 
had to buy into the Balakot theme. His development agenda took a 
distant backseat, although PM Modi would often bring it up to, 
perhaps, keep his foe-turned-friend in good humour. But then, 
one may still call it part of Nitish’s pragmatic politics. After all, the 
numbers matter. The BJP won all 17 seats and Nitish got 16. 
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I asked social scientist Shaibal Gupta of Asian Development 
Research Institute to compare Nitish and Lalu Prasad. Here’s his 
reply: ‘History often remembers an enabler, not a provider... roads 
and bridges constructed may wither with time but it is social 
empowerment that is the lingering legacy. It is history that will 
judge who between Nitish and Lalu is a better enabler.’ Gupta also 
points to a classic difference in corruption during the regimes of 
Lalu and Nitish: ‘It is input scam (scam without work) during Lalu 
and output scam (scam with work) during Nitish.’ 


Former Rajya Sabha MP Shivanand Tiwary, who is both a river 
and a bridge between the politics of Nitish and Lalu, having 
worked with them and separated from them, is forthright. He says 
Nitish had risen in political stature after taking an ideological 
position against Narendra Modi’s rise and splitting from the BJP 
in 2013. ‘He looked like a tall leader who could have been the 
nucleus of Opposition politics at the national level, if the Congress 
had backed him. No matter if it looked like a fight between David 
and Goliath in terms of electoral prospects, Nitish would still have 
gone down in history as someone who had challenged the politics 
of Modi. But his return to BJP in 2017 has relegated him to the 
footnotes of history from that possible golden page’, he says. (3) 


So what is the story of the biggest political somersault of the 
post Mandal-era politics? Why did Nitish swallow his words, 
‘Mitti mein mil jaayenge, BJP ke saath nahin jaayenge (will prefer 
to be reduced to dust to returning to BJP) (4) and that catchy 
slogan ‘Sangh-mukt Bharat (Sangh-free India)’ (5) as a counter to 
Modi’s ‘Congress-mukt Bharat’? Was it an ideology of convenience 
or blatant political opportunism? Or was it the allegations of 
fraudulent transfers of funds totalling about 71,500 crore between 
2009 and 2017 from the Bhagalpur and Banka government 
treasuries to the account of an NGO?" 


iii. The Srijan Scam: The Srijan Mahila Sahyog Samiti is the NGO after which the 
scam and subsequent cases get their names. 
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Lalu Prasad’s younger son and then Leader of Opposition in the 
Bihar assembly Tejashwi Prasad says, ‘My father was accused in 
the fodder scam on account of being the head of government. 
In the Srijan scam case, Nitish Kumar was not only the head of 
government but also in charge of the finance ministry. Why 
cannot the CBI name him? Just blowing the lid off the scam does 
not prove his moral propriety’. (6) 


By early 2017, when the Bhagalpur scam surfaced, the bureaucracy 
in the National Capital was said to have been abuzz about ‘some 
secret files’ on Nitish and his men. Srijan may not be the main 
reason, but it was surely the intimidating trigger. 


However, Nitish’s plan to break away from the RJD had been a 
story in progress since 2016-end. The Nitish Kumar government 
that had been dithering to take action against some 30 government 
officials of mid-level in disproportionate assets cases despite a 
police headquarters proposal in 2014, and subsequent clearance 
from all departments except the personnel department (under 
CM), took its first step only after the Srijan case surfaced. One of 
these officials, Jayshree Thakur, facing a DA case and also involved 
in the Srijan scam, was dismissed. It is up to the CBI to dig out the 
secrets of the Srijan scam from Thakur. 


Tejashwi opens up: ‘I had sensed unease on several occasions, 
after he started ignoring me from February 2017. When I saw 
JD(U) national general secretary Sanjay Jha alongside him during 
the human chain in support of prohibition in June, it was the first 
alarm. Everyone knows Jha was a conduit between Nitish Kumar 
and Arun Jaitley. Nitish Kumar’s frequent Delhi visits in the name 
of MCD poll preparations was a hogwash. It was around March- 
April 2017 that the JD(U) opened its channel of communication 
with the BJP. It was only about looking for a big excuse. The CBI 
case against me provided that excuse, behind the facade of high 
moral ground on corruption.... When I met Nitish Kumar a week 
before the split, I asked him what I should do and if he wanted me 
to resign. He said no to my resignation but insisted on me offering 
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my side of the story on the allegations. In retrospect, I think even 
my resignation would not have solved the issue. He had made up 
his mind to go back to the NDA. He probably had sensed that 
the Srijan scam was exploding. Had he stayed back with the 
RJD, the Centre would have targeted him. The fear of being trapped 
in the Srijan case could be one reason. Second, he could have sensed 
that the Grand Alliance might not project him as its CM face in the 
2020 polls. Ina sense, he was afraid of me, a political rookie. Nitishji 
will always remain my uncle. My wall has his photograph. I want 
him to tell the world about his ideology—Mandal or Kamandal?’ 
I also want to ask him if it is his last political somersault.” (7) 


In fact, the first real hint of the split came after Nitish supported 
the Modi-led NDA government on demonetisation in November 
2016. The RJD still had no real reason to doubt his intentions as 
Nitish had also taken positions in favour of the UPA, when he had 
been with the NDA earlier. One such example was Nitish extending 
support to the candidature of Pranab Mukherjee for President. 


But it was sometime in January 2017 that the first signs of a rift 
between Nitish and Lalu surfaced when the RJD chief and his two 
Minister-sons, Tejashwi and Tej Pratap Yadav, were made to sit on 
a mattress on the ground during PM Narendra Modi’s function at 
Patna’s Gandhi Maidan. Tejashwi, as Deputy CM, could have been 
accommodated on the dais. Lalu being made to sit on the ground 
perhaps was part of the plan. Lalu had suspected it but was not 
fully convinced. After the meet, Modi met Lalu and his sons in the 
pandal and asked about the ‘health’ of his Health Minister-son Tej, 
who had made news by posting his photograph on social media 
as Lord Krishna playing the flute. The PM told Lalu: ‘Aapki khabar 
Prem Gupta se milti rahti hai (1 get to know about you through RJD 
leader Prem Gupta). 


iv. The reference here is to BP Mandal who steered the idea of Reservation in 
socio-political entitlements. Kamandal is the pot of holy water, Brahmins are 
supposed to carry. 
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In fact, the PM had been hinting at the Jaitley channel of 
conversation that had already begun with Nitish. Somewhere in 
mid-2016, Lalu Prasad ended up committing a political blunder 
out of sheer frustration over his court cases. The Jharkhand High 
Court had rejected a plea to combine similar graft cases, which 
meant separate trials and possibly separate convictions. 


BJP leader Sushil Kumar Modi gives us part of the answer: ‘RJD 
chief Lalu Prasad had sent his emissary Prem Gupta to Arun Jaitley 
and subsequently, himself met the then Union Minister to stop 
the CBI from opposing relief granted to him in a Jharkhand High 
Court verdict in 2014. In return ostensibly, the RJD would bring 
down the Nitish Kumar government in Bihar by splitting the 
JD(U). Jaitley had turned down the offer, saying that the CBI is an 
autonomous agency, and he cannot interfere with it. The duo 
could not get any assurance but Nitish Kumar got this information 
from a common link between him and Jaitley and started 
recalibrating his politics.’ (8) 


First, Nitish made it clear in May 2017 that he was not in the race 
for Prime-ministership and his mandate was to serve Bihar. There 
was no particular provocation for this remark. It was the first 
throw of the dice for his return to the NDA. 


The Indian Express reported: ‘Scotching speculation about him 
being a possible candidate from among Opposition ranks in the 
next Lok Sabha elections, Bihar Chief Minister Nitish Kumar said 
he neither had “national ambition”, nor is he certain that he has 
the qualities to become PM.... On May 15, Bihar Chief Minister 
and JD(U) national president Nitish Kumar ruled himself out of 
the race to be Prime Minister in 2019. He said he was just a leader 
of a small party, and accepted that Narendra Modi got the top post 
because he was “capable”.’ (9) 


By underlining that his mandate was limited to Bihar, he signalled 
to leaders within his Alliance to stop describing him as PM 
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material, and allow him to do his politics peacefully, strategically 
and diplomatically. Any attempt to project Nitish as the Opposition 
face against Modi could have caused heartburn to leaders like 
Sharad Pawar and Mamata Banerjee. The toughest challenge was 
to bring together Akhilesh Yadav and Mayawati, and Mamata and 
the Left. With his statement, Nitish had also put the Congress 
under pressure to make its stand clear on leadership. There was 
no way the Congress could have ceded leadership to Nitish, and 
the meeting between Nitish and Rahul Gandhi before the Grand 
Alliance was nothing more than a courtesy call. 


In the middle of heightened tension between the two allies, Nitish 
attended an Iftaar party at Lalu’s residence in June 2017. The two 
leaders looked tense, and their camaraderie forced. Nitish walked 
out from Lalu’s residence with the obvious intention of talking 
to the media. He spoke of Lalu’s criticism of ‘doing a historical 
blunder by Nitish not supporting UPA nominee Meira Kumar for 
President of India.” Nitish had given word that he would support 
NDA candidate Ram Nath Kovind, who was then Bihar Governor. 
The rift was wide open. The split was coming anytime now. 


On 28 July 2017, JD(U) MLC Neeraj Kumar met Nitish Kumar 
and got a hint of the split: ‘Stop attacking RJD. It is time for 
conclusion now.’ (10) When the split was eventually announced, 
with Nitish tendering his resignation and staking claim to form a 
government with the BJP the same day, the script appeared straight 
out of a Bollywood potboiler. The JD(U)’s legislature party meeting 
was advanced to follow-up on the outcome of the RJD legislature 
party meeting. As the RJD reiterated that Tejashwi would not 


Kumar https://www.ndtv.com/india-news/nitish-kumar-come-back-support- 
meira-kumar-for-president-says-lalu-yadav-1715768 Accessed 22 August 
2020. 

The 14th President of India was elected in July 2017. 
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resign as Deputy CM, Nitish decided to act. He did not sack 
Tejashwi because that could have made him play the victim card. 


When all MLAs and MLCs gathered at the CM’s 1-Anne Marg 
residence, Nitish took the microphone and elaborated on every 
point in the timeline since the CBI raids at Lalu Prasad’s premises 
on 7 July 2017, making out that he could not continue the alliance 
with RJD because of the corruption charges against Lalu. Nitish’s 
announcement that he was resigning as CM received thunderous 
applause. After resigning, Nitish took questions from the media 
for the first time since the 7 July raids. During the long interaction, 
Nitish dropped hints of a political realignment with the BJP. Back 
at 1-Anne Marg, he watched Lalu speak on TV channels. Prime 
Minister Narendra Modi had by then tweeted a congratulatory 
message, and Nitish responded promptly. The Prime Minister 
called Nitish later. Within half-an-hour, Nitish received a call 
from Sushil Modi. 


‘Arrey, BJP ke log aa rahe hain, khana bhi khayenge (Hey, the BJP 
MLAs are coming, they will dine with us)’, Nitish told his men. 
The kitchen prepared for 60-odd guests. Chairs were laid out. On 
the menu was puri, aloo-sabzi, paneer and dal. Almost all the top 
BJP leaders in the State—Sushil Modi, Nand Kishore Yadav, Prem 
Kumar and Nityanand Rai—and Jitan Ram Manjhi, the former 
chief minister, arrived in a cheerful mood. The NDA legislators 
promptly chose Nitish as their leader. Nitish said: ‘The past is 
past. Let us work together with renewed energy and commitment, 
with zero tolerance for corruption.’ A nostalgic Sushil Modi said 
on the occasion: ‘Lag raha hai main koi sapna dekh raha hoon 
(it seems as if I am dreaming). Even though we had parted ways, 
we always shared mutual respect. Whenever the Prime Minister 
discusses you, he talks about your good work.’ As JD(U) and BJP 
leaders cheered, Nitish smiled at Sushil, his old comrade from the 
JP Movement days. Senior BJP leader Nand Kishor Yadav crooned 
his love for Nitish with the popular Bollywood number: Sau saal 
pehle mujhe tumse pyar tha, aaj bhi hai aur kal bhi rahega. 
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Lalu Prasad, who had seen it coming, told reporters in Patna that 
when Nitish was away in Rajgir, he had sensed that he had been 
up to something, especially since the CM was not taking his calls. 
But the two leaders kept talking to each other till the last days of 
the split. On one occasion, Lalu Prasad wanted Tejashwi to resign 
but the party backed the young leader, saying that a resignation 
would send a wrong signal to the party’s cadre. Lalu finally took a 
call—Tejashwi would not resign. 


Senior leader Sharad Yadav, who was part of all these developments, 
recalls: ‘Arun Jaitley and Venkaiah Naidu had played a major role 
in bringing Nitish Kumar back to the BJP. Even I had been offered 
a Cabinet berth, but I declined as it was not the BJP of AB Vajpayee 
and LK Advani. Narendra Modi and Amit Shah are different 
people. I was right in assessing them. CAA, NPR and NRC are 
nothing but the BJP’s plan to reboot its bipolar agenda in the garb 
of nationalism.’ (11) 


Sharad Yadav places a part of the blame on the Congress, for 
letting Nitish go and not trying to explore a strong front against 
the NDA. He reveals the story of how Lalu Prasad had reconciled 
to declaring Nitish as the CM face of the Grand Alliance. Sharad 
says, Lalu Prasad was not convinced initially because he thought 
it might hurt his political constituency and also the growth of his 
son Tejashwi as a future leader. 


Sharad Yadav, who was privy to the decision of Nitish’s 
projection as the CM face, adds: ‘Lalu was hesitant to declare him 
as leader in the 2015 polls but we sat together with Mulayam 
Singh Yadav, who impressed upon Lalu that getting power in 
Bihar was more important and hence, Nitish should be declared 
CM candidate.’ (12) 


India Today’s senior associate editor Amitabh Srivastava recounts 
a hilarious tale shared by Lalu to explain his tie-up with Nitish in 
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April 2016: ‘Lalu Prasad’s latest possession, a hen, was his latest 
worry. He kept the white-feathered hybrid fowl inside a cage with 
his pet rooster. He would often ask his workers to check whether 
the fowls are compatible and had sufficient space. This held an 
uncanny resemblance to his alliance with Nitish. While Lalu 
Prasad had been narrating his fowl tales at his 10 Circular Road 
residence in the company of his political aide Anwar Ahmad, 
Ahmad was curious to know the possible consequence of keeping 
the two birds together.’ (13) Lalu Prasad perhaps knew the answer 
and did not answer. 


After many years, Lalu Prasad had taken a tough political decision 
that could have gone either way. It eventually went against him 
after 20 months of power-sharing. But it is Lalu Prasad who scored 
morally over Nitish, who again looked ‘a rank opportunist’ in 
the words of Tejashwi and ‘Palturam’ (turncoat) in the words of 
Lalu Prasad. 


After his second conviction in the fodder scam case in 2017, Lalu 
Prasad has been in jail for most of the time. His pain can be felt in 
this appeal during the 2019 poll campaign: ‘At a time when Bihar 
is going to script a new story and the festival of democracy has 
been going on, I am thinking in a Ranchi hospital, if disruptive 
forces will once again succeed in writing a new political conspiracy 
after having caged me. But I will not allow any injustice to be done 
to you....’ (14) He wrote about how lonely he felt in the hospital 
and wanted to speak his mind to the people of Bihar. He wrote 
how everything was at stake in the election. ‘Country, society and 
Lalu, which means one’s right to walk with head held high... one’s 
right and honour is at stake. I have been embroiled (in the case) 
by tricksters and the government. With age, the body is not 
supporting me but my spirit is undefeated. I am giving this clarion 
call because of supporters like you’, wrote the RJD chief, adding 
that the fight was ‘against those out to break the country and for 
protecting Constitutional rights’. (15) 
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After Nitish returned to the NDA, Lalu Prasad had been trying to 
show resilience even though he knew that he could be sent to jail 
anytime, keeping him out of political action. At the Gandhi Maidan 
rally with 18 Opposition parties to decry the ‘betrayal’ by Nitish 
and to declare war against Modi, standing with Lalu on stage were 
Sharad Yadav, Mamata Banerjee, Akhilesh Yadav, Ghulam Nabi Azad, 
D Raja and Hemant Soren. His elder son Tej Pratap blew the conch 
in declaration of war and said the BJP’s leaders did not have his lung 
power. Tej was applauded for his bravado as his younger brother 
Tejashwi watched. Tejashwi made an effective but curt speech, 
getting a pat from the senior leaders. 


On the other side of the aisle, Nitish was playing up his ‘double 
engine’ government (with the NDA in Bihar and Centre). But 
development indices did not support his claim. When a NITI 
Ayog report gave a low rank to Bihar on health and education, 
Nitish’s model of development stood challenged. He, perhaps, 
could not take forward the good work of BJP Health Minister 
Chandra Mohan Rai, who had taken measures such as free 
distribution of medicines and change of bedsheets every day in 
hospitals. Nitish also did not heed the advice to keep the crucial 
Health department to himself. 


Nitish’s most notable contribution so far has been to transform 
the Secretariat—from Remington-day typewriters to swank 
IT-enabled offices. He also gave 50 per cent reservation to women 
at the panchayat level, sub-quota to Economically Backward 
Caste (EBC) candidates, 35 per cent reservation to women in 
police jobs, better law and order, and infrastructure—roads, 
bridges, schools and hospitals. But except for the empowerment 
of women, the rest cannot be described as part of a lingering 
legacy. When I met Nitish Kumar last year, three buildings— 
Bapu Sabhaghar, Bihar Museum and Sardar Patel Bhavan (Police 
Headquarters)—came up as examples when the discussion turned 
to infrastructural development. 


The Full Circle | 19 


However, a major disappointment has been the non- 
implementation of the Common School System (CSS) because of 
alleged pressure from the private education lobby. The CSS was 
the dream project of Nitish’s bureaucrat friend and then principal 
secretary (education), Madan Mohan Jha. 


A senior bureaucrat confides: ‘Muchkund Dubey had given the 
report on the Common School System. It was estimated that it 
would incur a cost of 715,000 crore. But the private education 
lobby prevailed. With several politicians having direct and 
indirect stake in education, it could not be implemented. The 
CM’s explanation was flimsy—that Muslims could protest as 
CSS would mean closure of madrasas. We knew that the CM has 
a political constituency to cater to. But a historic chance went 
abegging.... Some JD(U) leaders had dissuaded the CM from 
implementing the CSS.’ In Bihar, several bigwigs have direct and 
indirect stake in private schools, which have mushroomed as 
money spinners at expense of government schools, which have 
otherwise become more of a political vehicle with sundry doles— 
from bicycles, uniform to government lunch. Lalu Prasad famously 
calls it the ‘slate versus plate’ crisis. 


The non-implementation of the land reforms commission was 
another failure. The leader again appeared to lack the courage of 
conviction. 


Socialist leader and Nitish’s friend, Prem Kumar Mani, says: ‘Soon 
after the D Bandopadhyay Commission had submitted its report, 
he called me for a discussion. He said he was going to do what 
even the Communists could not do. Mujhe goli maari jayegi, lekin 
aap jaise log mere parthiv sharir par sar rakh kar royenge.... | was 
overwhelmed to hear these words. But I was later dismayed as 
nothing happened.’ (16) Nitish Kumar could not implement the 
Commission’s recommendations as there had been several people 
from OBCs and EBCs with big chunk of landholdings who could 
have suffered because of any land ceiling cap. 
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After the 2010 Assembly poll drubbing, when the RJD was reduced 
to 23 seats, Lalu Prasad said that the upper castes had opposed the 
D Bandhopadhyay Commission report, and he expected to get 
some of their votes. Some RJD leaders had also expressed solidarity 
with the upper castes. ‘But I was wrong. Why should I expect them 
to vote for me?’, he later admitted. Nitish had used the report as a 
double-edged weapon. ‘He benefited from creating panic among 
the upper castes and hope among the poor’, says Mani. (17) 


But what Nitish cannot be questioned about is his state of constant 
alert against any attempt to foment communal tensions. Every time 
signs of it came up anywhere in the State, he made sure that it never 
got out of hand. He is not easily provoked by the likes of BJP’s 
Giriraj Singh. He has often called Sushil Kumar Modi and Nand 
Kishor Yadav for damage control in the face of communal tensions. 


At times, he has also invited the ire of his alliance partner for 
some tough talking on maintaining communal harmony. For 
instance, in May 2019, the Bihar government sought details of 
18 organisations—Durga Vahini, Hindu Jagran Samiti, Dharm Jagran 
Samanway Samiti, Hindu Rashtra Sena, Hindu Yuva Vahini, Hindu 
Putra Sangathan, Rashtriya Sevika Samiti, Shiksha Bharti, Swadeshi 
Jagran Manch, Bharatiya Kisan Sangh, Bharatiya Mazdoor Sangh, 
Bharatiya Railway Sangh and Akhil Bharatiya Shikshak Mahasangh. 


But it was a different and mellowed Nitish Kumar who entered the 
2020 polls. He tried in the last phase of the polls, in the minority- 
dominated constituency of Kishanganj, to demonstrate his secular 
politics, perhaps for one last burst. Following Yogi Adityanath’s 
divisive campaign supporting CAA, Nitish Kumar said, ‘Kaun 
kisko is desh se bahar karega...ye kisi ke paas dum nahi hai...sab 
Hindustan ke hain...kaun kisko bahar karega? (Who will drive out 
whom from this country...no one has the courage...everyone is 
from India...who will throw out whom?)’. The message from the 
2020 polls was, however, clear—Nitish is now a junior partner 
and how he plays his politics from here will decide the future of 
his party and the future course of Bihar, now at the cusp of being 
a bipolar battleground between BJP and RJD. 
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Ram Vilas Paswan 


The journey of Ram Vilas Paswan, from Shaharbanni village of 
Alauli in Khagaria, is quite a success story. The son of Jamun Das, 
a modest farmer, Paswan had qualified to become a Daroga 
(Inspector of Police). His family was happy that the lanky boy had 
got a job suiting his height and passion. But Socialist leaders 
Ramanand Tiwary and Kapildeo Singh decided to place their bets 
on young Paswan against Congress stalwart Misri Sada Paswan. 
Paswan had only a bicycle and a friend to campaign, but he 
toppled Sada by over 700 votes in 1969. At that time, he was yet 
to see his leader Karpoori Thakur. And it was Thakur who came 
looking for the young Dalit leader, whom he did not recognise. 
‘I was so embarrassed. I was so touched by the humility of Karpoori 
Thakur’, recalled Paswan. (18) 


Paswan, who took part in the latter phase of the JP Movement, 
had his first big moment when he became a favourite of VP Singh 
during the formation of the Janata Dal-led government. ‘I was 
Singh’s first choice to become Bihar Chief Minister in 1990. 
It was only after I insisted on sticking to national politics that he 
made known his preference for Ram Sundar Das, who eventually 
lost out to Lalu Prasad’, recalled Paswan, adding that he got his 
second chance when PM Atal Bihari Vajpayee offered him the 
Bihar CM’s chair after the 2000 Bihar Assembly polls. (19) 


BJP’s Sushil Kumar Modi concurs: ‘Ram Vilas Paswan was never 
interested in State politics. Since Paswan had been the most senior 
leader, and had national recognition, he was our first choice. 
Paswan had suggested my name for the CM position but the party 
decided in favour of Nitish Kumar. Atalji” had a special liking for 
Nitishji. It is a different thing that the NDA government fell after 
seven days, but Nitishji had emerged as the NDA leader.’ (20) 


vi. Atal Bihari Vajpayee was BJP's Prime Minister from 1996-2004. 
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Paswan and Nitish may have been sharing the same NDA alliance, 
Paswan had parted ways with NDA after the 2002 Godhra riots, 
more because of rivalry with Nitish than any ideological position 
after his ministry was changed. ‘... Though my changed ministry, 
coal, was not bad, I was deeply hurt because I was not informed 
and taken into confidence. It was Nitish who had provoked my 
quitting the NDA then. I had never been on good terms since he 
had taken to national politics.’ (21) 


Paswan, who returned to the NDA before the 2014 polls, said his 
son Chirag had been instrumental in that move. And although 
he appeared comfortable in the company of the BJP, he had opined 
that smaller parties must know their worth and limitations. During 
an informal chat amid the 2019 polls, I had asked him about 
Narendra Modi raising the nationalistic pitch. His response was: ‘It 
is because Modi does not want to take a chance....But there is 
nothing wrong in it. (22) When Chirag Paswan was daring to take 
on the JD(U), a critically ill Ram Vilas stood by his son. Chirag, with 
shaven head, took to the poll battle with composure. Even with just 
one seat, he has prepared his ground well for the next battle. 


The aura of both Lalu and Nitish are fading, the former because 
of the fodder scam cases and the latter due to lack of conviction in 
any ideology. Paswan had been clear about his ideology of comfort 
and power. Nitish can still stay afloat in State politics for a few 
more years but then, that is hardly an achievement. Tejashwi has 
put up a great fight and got a greater connect with his people. And 
it was his own crowd. 


JP would have preferred swimmers, who take on the current, than 
mere floaters. 


LOHIA TO MAHAMAYA 


The Arrival of Socialist Green 





Dr Rajendra Prasad had accepted that during ticket distribution in 
1937, caste was surely the consideration. 


The first dilution of Socialist politics took place after the Socialist Party’s 
dismal electoral beginning in the 1952 elections, when it decided to 
merge with former Congress president JB Kripalani’s Krishak Majdoor 
Praja Party (KMPP). Kripalani, a Gandhian, laid a condition for 
the merger—he wanted Socialists to leave ‘class war’, which would 
create violence and hence, be inimical to Gandhian thoughts. Acharya 
Narendra Dev, Lohia and JP were in a fix as class war was the basic 
tenet of their ideology. 


Lohia had started catching the imagination of the people by 1964 with 
his slogan of anti-Congressism. In Bihar politics, 1965 turned out to be 
a landmark year, with the KB Sahay government getting increasingly 


i. Class conflict, also referred to as class struggle and class warfare, is the 
political tension and economic antagonism that exists in society consequent to 
socio-economic competition among the social classes or between rich and 
poor. In classical political terminology, it means a struggle between the Have 
Nots, championed by the Socialists and Communists and the Haves, or the 
Captalists. 

Creative Commons dictionaries. 
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unpopular due to rising tuition fees of students, inflation and food 
crisis. The cause of the Congress only worsened, making perfect 
ground for the SSP to make a serious dent in the Congress base. Patna 
bandh was enforced on 9 August. Lohia addressed a huge gathering 
at Gandhi Maidan. 


Flashback 


IT WAS SEPTEMBER 1967. Samyukta Vidhayak Dal (SVD) under 
Mahamaya Prasad Sinha had already formed the first non-Congress 
government in Bihar. Ram Manohar Lohia had come to Patna 
to meet Jayaprakash Narayan (JP). Lohia requested JP to return to 
active politics at the Charkha Samiti, Kadamkuan, Patna. 


JP said he could agree only if Ramnandan Mishra, another leading 
Socialist who had left active politics in 1952, would also agree to 
return to active politics. Mishra had turned spiritual and had been 
living at Dumka. As it was a SVD government, Mishra’s party, the 
Samyukta Socialist Party (SSP) being its leading constituent, 
Lohia could have easily taken a State helicopter or even a special 
vehicle to visit Mishra. But Lohia being Lohia, decided to take a 
train to Bhagalpur from Patna railway station. JP and Prabhabati 
Devi went to Patna railway station to see off Lohia. While JP and 
Prabhabati were strolling on the other side of the platform, 
Socialist leader Bhola Prasad Singh asked Lohia not to pay so 
much importance to JP. Lohia shot back: ‘Is that what you have 
known of JP? The entire country loves him. Remember the day 
one lathi (wooden stick) of Congress hits JP, the country will rise 
in solidarity with JP.’ This is recounted by once Lohia’s Bihar 
associate, Umesh Prasad Singh. (1) 


Lohia’s words were prophetic. It happened exactly the same way 
during the JP Movement. Ramnandan Mishra had not agreed to 
return to politics, and his spiritual leader asked Lohia to add the 
strength of the people to SSP, not certain individuals. 
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Ramnandan Mishra’s guru had also told Lohia: ‘One who is not 
spiritual cannot be a Socialist.’ This had a tremendous impact on 
Lohia, who had made one last attempt to bring back JP to the fore 
of the Socialists’ fight against the Congress. Lohia perhaps had 
known his end was near. He died two months later. 


Now, just think over four probabilities: 


Had JP not moved out of active politics in 1955 to join 
Acharya Vinobha Bhave's Bhoodan Movement saying, 
he believed in ‘party-less democracy’, the course of 
national politics, and even Bihar politics, could have 
been different. 


It could have been still different if BR Ambedkar had 
not died in 1956 and taken Ram Manohar Lohia’s offer 
to lead the Socialist movement. 


It could have been definitely different, had JP and his 
friend Lohia come together again. 


‘In 1957, JP wrote a letter desiring to meet Lohia. They met in 
Lucknow. The subject was unification of the Socialist parties. 
Lohia agreed on unification but he insisted on implementing the 
policies, programmes and constitution of Socialist Party.’ (2) 


The merger did not take place, with the two leaders not budging 
from their respective positions. But this did not mean Lohia had 
ever underestimated JP as the leader. ‘In March 1954, when Lohia 
was secretary general of the Praja Socialist Party (PSP), he had 
written to JP: “Now you should take over in the general council. 
The kind of power you have to energise the country, I lack in that 
skill. Nor does anyone else have it. But it will be important to 
maintain equanimity and poise while doing so. You have deep 
personal connections with the country. | firmly believe that by 
becoming leader of the country, you alone can re-strengthen the 
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Socialist Party.” This is how Indumati Kelkar, a celebrated author, 
recalls Lohia’s words for JP. (3) 


Had Lohia not died in 1967 at age of 57, the course of 
India's Socialist history could have surely been clearly 
different and more crystalised. 


With Lohia’s pulse abysmally sinking, post-complications of 
prostate surgery at Wellington Hospital, named after him later, 
the hope of Socialist and Opposition politics had been sinking. 
He did not hold any position when he died. Yet, the entire country 
mourned his death. JP, who was eight years older than Lohia, could 
not speak much while bidding farewell to his friend. JP’s voice was 
choked with emotions. Lohia would often take a dig at JP being 
too emotional. Lohia had also once joked with the famous Hindi 
poet, Ramdhari Singh Dinkar, asking him when he would pay 
Lohia glowing tributes, as he did to JP for his contributions to the 
1942 Movement." Dinkar had told Lohia that the day would come 
when he did something like JP. 


Dinkar did write on Lohia when the great Socialist entered 
Parliament in 1963 in a bypoll from the Farrukhabad seat of Uttar 
Pradesh: ‘Tab bhi Maa ki kripa, mitra ab bhi anek chhaye hai, badi 
baat to ye hai ki Lohia sansad me aaye hain (It is a blessing that many 
friends have been shining, it is a big event that Lohia has graced 
the Parliament.) (4) The entire Lok Sabha, including PM Jawahar 
Lal Nehru, rose to welcome Lohia in the Lower House. Poet 
Mahadevi Verma paid a glowing tribute to Lohia after his demise: 
‘He was like an army in his fight against injustice. He would often 
say that he was an atheist, but only those who have deep faith in 
humans and their welfare can be a sublime and ultimate theist. 


ii, The Quit India Movement (the Leave India Movement), also known as the 
August Movement, was a movement launched at the Bombay session of 
the All-India Congress Committee by Mahatma Gandhi on 8 August 1942, 
during World War II, demanding an end to British Rule in India. 
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He was the messiah of the oppressed, backward, women and 
Harijan. He has given voice to those who had forgotten to give 
voice to their pain and suffering.’ (5) 


With Acharya Narendra Dev and JP leaving the Socialist movement 
at an early stage, Lohia was the only front-rung Socialist leader 
who stayed put, even after being expelled from the merged parent 
group, Praja Socialist Party in 1955. 


SOCIALIST CHURN AND UPSURGE IN BIHAR 


The Socialist movement gained formal shape in Bihar with the 
formation of the Socialist Party in 1931. In 1932, landlords formed 
the United Party and in 1933, Triveni Sangh, a coalition of three 
prominent OBC groups—Yadavs, Koeris and Kurmis—came up. 
The Depressed Classes League under Jagjivan Ram was formed 
in the same year to take up the cause of the Scheduled Castes.” 
Ram also set up the Bihar Prantiya Khet Majdoor Sabha in 1937, 
and the Adivasi Mahasabha came up in 1938. ‘It was the time of 
the beginning of caste assertion among OBCs and Scheduled 
Castes’. (6) 


‘The temporary committee of the Socialist Party had Abdul Bari as 
its chairman, Phulan Prasad, Rahul Sankrityayan” and Gangasharan 
Singh as mantris (secretaries) and Ambika Kant Singh as treasurer. 
The committee’s other members were Jayaprakash Narayan and 
Shivkali Bose. The three constituents of Socialist Party were 
Marxism, Gandhian thoughts and Western liberal janvad.” (7) 


A bit of recall since the beginning of 20th century about the social 
makeup and change will tell us more about Bihar’s political journey 
in the social prism. Much before Mohandas Karamchand Gandhi 


iii. A colonial categorisation of Dalit groups. 
iv. Rahul Sankrityayan, the anthropologist, linguist and author of, Volga to 
Ganga. 


v. Janvad in Hindi is translated as ideology related to people's welfare. 
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became Mahatma Gandhi, he had a first-hand experience of casteism 
and untouchability during his 1917 visit to Patna, when he had 
visited Dr Rajendra Prasad’s home. While Prasad had been away, 
his two servants sprinkled Gangajal, holy water, on a bucket used 
by Gandhi, albeit without knowing his caste. While Raj Kumar 
Shukla, who had invited Gandhi to Champaran to take up the cause 
of the indigo farmers, had asked Gandhi to use the toilet inside 
Dr Prasad’s house, the two servants pointed towards the toilet 
outside. ‘I was neither upset nor angry. Rather, the experience 
confirmed my doubts regarding untouchability’, wrote Gandhi in 
his autobiography, My Experiments With Truth. 


In the first decade of the 20th century, caste-ridden Bihar not only 
witnessed a battle of assertion, empowerment and acceptance 
among the upper castes, OBCs and scheduled castes; but also 
among the upper castes and the OBCs. Kayasthas and Bhumihars, 
which are two of the four upper castes in Bihar today, had to fight 
for their supremacy. It was the court that granted Kayasthas the 
position of upper caste by virtue of being pen-pushers. Bhumihars 
were happy to be called ‘Bhumihar Brahmins’ in the census around 
the same time. 


In 1921, 52 per cent of the Bihar Pradesh Congress Committee was 
made up of Kayasthas. Harvansh Sahay, Jayaprakash Lal, Mahesh 
Narayan, Sachchidanand Sinha, Raja Rajrajeshwari Prasad, Rajendra 
Prasad, Ramnavami Prasad and Brijkishor Prasad were leading 
names of the time. 


Prasanna Kumar Choudhary and Shrikant have said in their book, 
1857: Bihar mein Mahayuddh (Rajkamal Prakashan), that it was 
around this time that Swami Sahajanand Saraswati took over control 
of the Bhumihars’ or Bhavans’ caste assertion struggle. He attended 
the Balia convention of Bhumihars and led it for the next 14 years, 
socially and ideologically. Bhumihar Brahmin and Brahmarshi 
Samaj were presented as new caste nomenclature. Ganesh Dutt 
Singh and Langat Singh, a contractor, had financially helped in 
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setting up a college at Muzaffarpur. A big chunk of landlords came 
from this caste. Tekari, Hathua, Betia had Bhumihar landlords. 
Bhumihars slowly started coming into politics. Srikrishna Singh 
was the first big name that arrived on the scene, somewhat 
eclipsing the Kayasthas’ importance and dominance in politics. 


Three prominent OBCs—Koeris, Kurmis and Yadavs—also had 
their respective assertion movements but the Kurmis were 
forerunner among the three. Writer Shivram Singh has recorded 
the first meeting of the Koeris against child marriage and lack of 
education at Danapur in 1870. The first meeting of Koeri Hitkarini 
Sabha was held in 1912 at Chunar of Mirzapur. Gope Sabha, the 
first known organisation of the Yadavs, was set up in Murho village 
of Madhepura in 1911 by Rasbihari Mandal, a landlord of the 
village and father of the first Yadav chief minister of the State and 
chairman of the Mandal Commission, Bindeshwari Prasad Mandal. 
After Mahatma Gandhi arrived on the national scene with the 
Champaran Satyagrah in 1917 and Non-cooperation Movement in 
1921, caste movements started taking backstage but remained 
latent and kept surfacing, ostensibly associated with some social 
movement or the other. More and more OBCs started wearing 
sacred threads in the 1920s to declare their equality with the 
upper castes. 


The first joint bid of the Yadavs, Koeris and Kurmis towards 
planting their stake in political power was reflected in the 
formation of the Triveni Sangh on 30 May 1933 at Karahgar in 
Shahabad under leadership of Choudhary JNP Mehta, Sardar 
Jagdeo Singh Yadav and Shivpujan Singh. After Independence 
of the country, Triveni Sangh emerged as a pressure group. Its 
first leader, Dasu Singh, had joined the Congress on the advice 
of Rajendra Prasad. Though Dasu Singh was made a member of 
the State Congress working committee, he was not given a ticket 
in the 1952 Assembly election. He fought as an Independent 
candidate but lost. He finally got a Congress ticket in 1962 and 
won from Naubatpur. 
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Several backward leaders emerging from the Triveni Sangh and 
allied caste organisations joined the Congress in the 1930s-1960s. 
They were part of two Congress camps, led by Srikrishna Singh 
and Anugrah Narayan Singh. Devsharan Singh and Ram Lakhan 
Singh Yadav were with Srikrishna Singh and Bir Chand Patel sided 
with Anugrah Narayan Singh. 


Rajendra Prasad had accepted that during ticket distribution 
in 1937, caste was surely the consideration. After the election, 
Srikrishna Singh and Anugrah Narayan Singh were main contenders. 
Saiyad Mahmood was also a contender. Between 1934 and 1947, 
the State Congress executive had no member from the OBCs. 
Between 1934 and 1960, there was complete dominance of the 
upper castes in the State executive of the Congress Party. Congress 
ruled Bihar till the 1990s, minus some brief interregnum of 
Socialists with support of Communists. The Bharatiya Jana Sangh 
was also dominated by the upper caste. Congress seldom fathomed 
the winds of social change and believed that a combination of 
Dalit-Muslim and Brahmins would keep it sailing forever. 


The Socialist Party (SP) was set up in Patna on 17 May 1934, with 
Acharya Narendra Dev as its president and Jayaprakash Narayan as 
its organisation secretary. Gandhian Socialist Ramnandan Mishra 
was another prominent leader, who was associated with it as the 
main focus of the party at the time was to take up land reforms, on 
the lines of what Sheikh Abdullah tried a decade later in Kashmir, 
then an independent political and geographical identity.” 


In 1938, SP changed name to the Congress Socialist Party (CSP), 
a radical group within the Indian National Congress. Jayaprakash 
Narayan, Ram Manohar Lohia, Yusuf Mehr Ali and Ramnandan 
Mishra became its core team. Jawaharlal Nehru stayed away from 


vi. The agenda of land reforms was a vital part of the manifesto which Kashmir's 
National Conference adopted at its historic Sopore convention in 1944, before 
Kashmir's accession to India. 
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the organisational structure but was considered the Socialist face 
of the party. Lohia played a big role in the formulation of Nehru’s 
foreign policy and shaped the idea of non-alignment. But Socialists 
were being suffocated within the Congress. Acharya Narendra 
Dev believed CSP could grow only independently. INC had shot 
down CSP’s idea of not contesting the first poll under the INC 
banner. Nehru’s Leftist-Socialist image had been coming in its way 
anyways. CSP split away in 1948. 


Socialism was a mix of Marxism, Gandhianism and liberal janvad. 
Lohia took out Marxism from it and centred Socialism around 
liberal janvad and Gandhianism. He later linked the party to the 
social and caste movements in India and pegged its base among 
the OBCs. He asked for decentralisation of power according to his 
concept of Chaukhamba Raj (four-pillar rule). 


Lohia had once defined his Gandhian association post- 
Independence in these words: ‘I too at times call myself a Gandhian 
but I am an (kujat) atheist Gandhian. This way, Gandhianism has 
three forms—sarkari Gandhivad, purohiti Gandhivad and nastik- 
Gandhivad.“ I think Purohit Gandhianism, irrespective of what 
they say, ends up being a hanger-on of the government and hence, 
they cannot abide with the main duties of Gandhianism.’ (8) 


Socialists believed OBCs, who were marginal farmers or 
sharecroppers, could be their base votes. Even the well-off sections 
of OBCs were in need of a party of their own. This is where the 
Socialist Party started fitting the bill of a potent political force 
opposite the overwhelmingly dominant INC. Lohia came out 
with the popular slogan, Pichhda pawe sau me saath (OBCs should 
have 60 per cent share), and talked of dismantling of castes by 
giving OBCs and Dalits equal opportunities with reservation in 


vii. Gandhian translated as Gandhivad. 
Sarkari as government. Purohiti as priestly. 
Nastik as atheist. 
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government jobs. It’s 27-member (central) committee had four 
Yadavs, three Koeris, one member each of the Kurmi, Kahar, Nai, 
Bania and Muslim communities. He also came up with the slogan, 
‘Vote Phawada and Jail’, for his movement. Phawda or the pick- 
axe represented the labour class and jail represented movements 
and protests, ending up in arrest and work as pressure tactic on 
the establishment. 


Socialist Party was the logical conclusion of the Janeu (sacred 
threads worn by Indian upper castes) Movement and the Triveni 
Sangh. 


THE GREAT SOCIALIST DILEMMA 


It was only the trio of Ram Manohar Lohia, Jayaprakash Narayan 
and Narendra Dev, who could have offered an alternative narrative 
to the Congress and Nehru. But the biggest problem was that 
the three did not agree on one common ideology and tried to 
find a solution to the same thing in three different ways. Lohia 
was the most relevant of them all. While Narendra Dev centered 
his idea of socialism around a Marxist base, Lohia wanted to give 
prominence to Gandhianism in his idea of socialism. JP wanted a 
blend of Gandhianism and Marxism. 


This is why the three charted their own course—JP became 
Sarvodayi,”" Narendra Dev could not get along with Lohia and 
became a part of the PSP. Lohia became the nodal point of 
furthering socialism. What thwarted spread of socialism in 
India between 1950 and 1964—1ill death of Nehru—was Nehru’s 
paternalistic ‘socialism’ with his Five Year Plans and other 


viii. Sarvodaya is a Sanskrit term meaning ‘universal uplift’ or ‘progress of all’ 
The term was used by Mahatma Gandhi as the title of his 1908 translation of 
John Ruskin's tract on political economy, Unto This Last, and Gandhi came to 
use the term for the ideal of his own political philosophy. Later Gandhians, like 
the Indian nonviolence activist Vinoba Bhave, embraced the term as a name for 
their social upliftment programmes. 
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pro-poor schemes. For a long time, Nehru carried the image of a 
Socialist while being in the Congress. ‘Lohia had to work hard to 
make socialism look distinct from Nehruvian thoughts, and make 
it appealing as an alternative to the masses. Socialist leader Ashok 
Mehta announced an “area of agreement” which was a proposal to 
merge the Socialist Party with the Congress. Lohia vehemently 
opposed it. Mehta later joined the Congress.’ (9) 


In 1955, Lohia had asked for dismissal of the Pattom Thanu Pillai 
government in Kochi-Travancore, because of police firing. This 
soured his relationship with fellow Socialists. On 1 January 1956, 
Lohia separated from the PSP to form his own Socialist Party. 


Ramnandan Mishra, the Self-effacing, 
Tall Socialist Leader 


Another leader who is often forgotten in the aura of the Narendra 
Dev-JP-Lohia trio is Ramnandan Mishra (1906-1989). JP had 
tremendous respect for Mishra. When Mishra had quit politics 
after criticising the Socialist movement and saying that it was in 
‘disarray’, at the State executive of the Socialist Party, Patna that 
met on 11 April 1952 at the Anjuman Islamia Hall, JP had 
emotionally requested Mishra to stay back in politics, saying he 
badly needed the shoulders of someone like Mishra to cry upon. 
Mishra had replied, he could not bear JP’s tears following his 
criticism. Mishra, who was a member of the Bihar Pradesh 
Congress Committee between 1927 and 1934, had taken part in 
the Civil Disobedience Movement, facing arrest. He was also 
arrested for anti-war propaganda in 1940 and during the Quit 
India Movement.” 


During the Quit India Movement, Ramnandan Mishra had chosen 
a unique place to hide in and carry out his anti-British campaign. 


ix. Bihar Me Samajik Parivartan Ke Kuchh Aayam (Vani Prakashan, Prasanna 
Kumar Choudhary and Shrikant). 


34 | JPTOBJP 


It was the Orissa collector Lalan Singh’s official residence. While 
other freedom fighters were being arrested easily, it was difficult 
to trace the location of Mishra, who had been carrying out his 
activities right under the nose of the authorities. It was only after 
a tough intelligence exercise that Mishra was located and arrested. 
When the police surrounded the collector’s house, Mishra sat in a 
jeep and asked his driver to speed up and break through the first 
barricade. The driver did so successfully but the jeep got stuck at 
a sharp slope and he was arrested. 


Ramnandan Mishra gives a blow-by-blow account of their 
legendary escape from Hazaribagh jail: 


It was 9.30 pm of 8 November 1942—the Diwali night. 
Jayaprakash Narayan, Yogendra Shukla, Suryanarayan 
(kown as Suraj Narayan) Singh, Gulali Prasad, Shaligram 
Singh and | chose the path of freedom amidst stark 
darkness. It took six minutes to cross the wall of the 
Hazaribagh central jail. We had been rehearsing for an 
escape for some days under the leadership of Yogendra 
Shukla. We had been planning an escape so that we 
could succeed without help from outside. There is a 
group of people who still do not believe that we fled 
without help from any jail staff. We chose the darkest 
corner of the jail. We calculated the time for a constable 
taking a round of that place every eight minutes. 
So, the escape had to take place within five-six minutes. 
The height of the jail wall was 17 feet. Man-over-man- 
stair was the only option. We had been practising for it for 
some time, so that there could not be any slip-up in the 
last moments. Jail authorities had given us six dhotis.* 
We had made it into a rope, tying Knots at every two 
feet. A table was kept along the prison wall. Yogendra 


x. Wraparounds used in India as clothing. 
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Shukla stood on it. One of our friends stood on his 
shoulder. Suryanarayan Singh sat on his shoulders with 
great difficulty. One end of the dhoti-made rope was 
tied to the waist of Singh. Suryanarayan Babu crossed 
over to another side of the wall and held the rope. We 
are on the ground in the jail side. Soon, we started 
climbing with the help of the rope, to cross the wall. 
Jayaprakash Narayan and | found it a little easier. Other 
members also crossed the wall, one by one. One of 
our friends, who did not have to flee, threw the rope 
outside the wall. We untied the knots of the dhotis and 
took our dhotis and walked fast. (10) 


While the escape had been taking place, one of their friends, as per 
plan, had been celebrating Diwali and singing songs. Rambriksh 
Benipuri was leading a band of people singing and doing aarti 
(worshipping with lamps), from one cell to another. Those who 
knew about the plan had been finding it difficult to continue this 
drama for long; their heartbeats paced fast but they were still 
singing. It was necessary to keep the guards guessing and engaged 
so that those who had fled could travel some distance to escape 
arrest. Jayaprakash, Ramnandan and friends, traversing through 
stinking and swampy terrain, kept walking. The jail’s searchlight 
still stared at them. They kept walking till 4 am. Exhausted, all of 
them fell on the ground and started shivering. But one of them had 
a match box, which never looked so important as on that night. 
Dry branches of trees were collected and set afire. They resumed 
walking again and continued till 10 am the next day. They were 
hungry. One of them had a 7100 note but it was useless in the 
jungles. A few more kilometres walk, a warm waterfall was located. 
Beaten rice and salt were available at a shop nearby. JP was unable 
to walk. Some of them carried him for about three kilometres, till 
they reached a village of acquaintance and dispersed from there. 


Rearrested, Ramnandan was released from jail only in 1946. As 
Mishra’s in-laws were very rich, they contributed generously to 
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the freedom struggle. But Mishra had a tough time in his early 
days when he had left his father’s home over some differences and 
started living at an ashram near Laheriasarai, Darbhanga. Gandhi 
came to know about it and asked Mishra to send his wife to 
Wardha Ashram to live with other such women, whose families 
were not supportive. It was Indian National Congress leader 
Anugrah Narayan Sinha who had taken Ramnandan Mishra’s wife 
to Wardha Ashram in 1928. Mishra’s children were also raised in 
Wardha Ashram. Mishra was the first leader to take up cudgels 
against the parda (veil) system and had angered his father by 
opposing veils worn by women at home. 


STRUGGLING PSP AND UNINSPIRING SP 


Though PSP had leaders like Basavan Singh, Suraj Narayan Singh and 
Srikrishna Singh, a local leader from Jamui, Ramanand Tiwary 
and Karpoori Thakur, JP still had indirect control over it even if he 
had left active politics in 1956. Bihar leaders going with Lohia’s 
Socialist Party included Bhupendra Narayan Singh, Sachchidanand 
Singh and Srikrishna Singh from Jamui. PSP leader Basavan Singh 
took up corruption allegations against the KB Sahay government 
in 1962-63. JP, who had gone with Sarvodaya and the Bhoodan 
Movement, had sympathy for the PSP. 


PSP had contested 60 seats in the 1957 polls and had given 
44 seats to OBC and Dalit candidates (80 per cent). It got only 
three per cent votes, with the lone victory for Bhupendra Narayan 
Mandal. PSP won 31 seats in 1962. Of it, 13 winning candidates 
were from the OBC-Scheduled caste. JP had supported the PSP 
with his pamphlet message that he would vote for PSP. 


In 1962, Lohia’s Socialist Party (SP) contested 132 seats but won 
only seven and lost deposits on 96 seats. Its vote percentage was 
five. In Lok Sabh (1962), just one of its 24 candidates could win. 
Among seven MLAs, three were Yadavs, one Koeri and a Mushahar. 
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The tally of OBC MLAs in the Congress went down from 48 in 
1957 to 46 in 1962 to 30 in 1967. 


In 1960, while campaigning for spreading Socialist ideas, Lohia 
once decided to stay at the Kanpur government circuit house. The 
watchman did not allow him, but he still stayed put there. 
The next day he was fined 7100. But he did not pay. He believed 
government guest houses are as much for the common people as 
for important people. 


SSP, THE CHALLENGER ARRIVES 


On 6 June 1964, PSP and SP merged to become the Samyukta 
Socialist Party. Ashok Mehta, however, led 12 PSP MLAs to merge 
with the Congress. During the SP-PSP merger, only SM Joshi 
from Delhi attended while Basavan and Suraj decided to stay 
with the PSP. But Ramanand and Karpoori went with the merged 
unit, SSP. 


Sometime in 1964, Lohia had gone to Sorai village of Allahabad. 
He stopped his vehicle and went towards a settlement of scheduled 
caste Chamars. He said he just wanted to see the kitchen stock of 
their huts. Out of 50-odd houses, only two had reserve of half to 
one kg flour or rice. Lohia was livid. 


It was only in 1965, after Nehru’s demise that Lohia stepped up 
the anti-Congress movement. But JP still remained aloof, involved 
with his Sarvodaya activities, which was a potent idea but was not 
turning out to be a potent tool to provoke any political revolution. 
It is a tragedy that JP and Lohia did not get to work together. 
But Ram Manohar Lohia had started catching the imagination of 
people by 1964 with his slogan of anti-Congressism. 


In Bihar politics, 1965 turned out to be a landmark year with the 
KB Sahay government becoming increasingly unpopular. Patna 
bandh was enforced on 9 August. Dr Lohia addressed a huge 
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gathering at Gandhi Maidan. Lohia, Bhola Prasad Singh, Revatikant 
Sinha, Ram Iqbal Singh were arrested. A meeting was organised 
the next day to protest these arrests. The SSP State president 
Ramanand Tiwary, Karpoori Thakur, Ramcharan Singh, CPI’s 
Chandrashekhar Singh were injured. Other top Socialist leaders, 
Kapildeo Singh, Sabhapati Singh, Tulsidas Mehta and Jagdeo 
Prasad were also injured. Searchlight editor TJS George was also 
arrested. Police chased away Raj Narain at Patna junction. Madhu 
Limaye was restricted from holding any meeting. Lohia challenged 
his arrest from Hazaribagh jail, fought his own case and got bail at 
the intervention of the Supreme Court. 


Lohia’s Bihar associate, Umesh Prasad Singh, who got an opportunity 
to organise his Ara rally in October 1966, recalls: 


Lohia spoke very well at Ramana Maidan of Ara. The 
KB Sahay government had become increasingly 
unpopular because of corruption charges. Lohia 
would measure his every word. He would speak like 
a scholar in a simple but very meaningful language... 
| was surprised to see him carrying some 30-odd 
books including some Class seven-eight school 
texts. While dropping him back at Ara station, | asked 
why an erudite leader like him should read children's 
textbooks? He kept quiet and told me on boarding the 
train that he wanted to know what children had been 
studying these days. (11) 


Anti-Congressism was so dominant that it was ready to align with 
any party to form a government. While George Fernandes and 
Madhu Limaye had wanted a flexible Communist setup to blend 
socialism, Raj Narain tried to form a bigger Socialist setup by 
aligning with the Bharatiya Kranti Dal and the Swatantra Party. 
Lohia had once said, he had neither money nor an organisation 
but if people were listening to him, it is only because he had 
some truth. 
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Lohia lacked Nehru's flair for the theatre of Indian 
politics. He was cerebral and yet unassuming and 
open-minded. He commanded respect more than 
affection as a moralist, philosopher and as a principled 
leader. He remained an unvarnished statesman who 
made no secret of his humble background. He made 
a deliberate effort not to become a charismatic leader. 
He was content with his image of a scholarly patriot, 
a humanitarian and simple person. (12) 


In his book, Guilty Men of India’s Partition, Lohia has dubbed Nehru, 
whom he adored so ardently till 1946, as its principal culprit. 
Thereafter, Lohia completely broke away from Nehru and adopted 
an uncompromising attitude of strident hostility towards him. 
Nehruw’s consent to the dismemberment of the country had bitterly 
alienated Lohia. 


He rebelled against everything that attacked the freedom of the 
individual. Freedom for him did not mean only political freedom. 
Freedom, he used to say, was not merely the end of slavery but 
essentially of the slavish mentality, and of the craze to imitate the 
West blindly. 


Lohia held caste as the largest single cause for submission to 
foreign invasions. It was only when the bonds of caste are loosened 
that India will be able to defend and not be subjugated, he said. 
As a result of caste, the entire value system of the country had 
been upset, he averred. The high castes were cultured and the 
low castes were stagnant and lifeless. To protect castemen and 
relations became an aim, rather than to protect justice and national 
well-being. The needs of caste were opposed with those of the 
nation. Caste prevailed as it was the only reliable reinsurance of 
the individual against calamity or routine ill-being. 


The system of castes was against change. The high castes must 
maintain their rule, both political and economic and, of course, 
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religious. They instilled a sense of inferiority into those whom 
they sought to govern and exploit. This they could best do by 
turning themselves into a select caste with speech, dress, manners 
and style of living, of which the lower castes were incapable. The 
attitude of India’s political parties was governed by this supreme 
consideration of having to instil a ‘complex of inferiority’ among 
the mass. The system of caste, according to Lohia, gave rise to 
hypocrisy and false consciousness. He said people submitted 
to the evils of casteism because caste gave them insurance. 


BACKWARDS’ ASSERTION, FIRST OBC SPEAKER 


Congress lost power in Bihar and eight other States for the first 
time in 1967 Assembly elections. The SSP’s tally rose from 17 to 
68, which included 45 OBCs, SC and STs. The PSP won 17 seats. 
In the Bihar Assembly, the backward MLAs’ tally went up to 82. 
This marked the first major social change in composition of the 
Vidhan Sabha.“ The Assembly saw another first when Dhanik Lal 
Mandal became the first OBC MLA to become Speaker. Between 
1953 and 1965, Bihar had not sent a single OBC leader to Rajya 
Sabha. In 1966, SSP sent first OBC leader, Bhupendra Narayan 
Mandal to the Upper House. 


Anti-Congressism brought together SSP, PSP, CPI, Jana Sangh and 
Jana Kranti Dal to form the first non-Congress government in March 
1967. Lohia wanted Karpoori Thakur to lead the government but 
Jana Kranti Dal leader Kamakhya Narayan Singh did not agree to 
Karpoori. He suggested Mahamaya Prasad Sinha and had his way. 


AFTER LOHIA’S DEATH 


Following Lohia’s death, Bihar had five top Socialist leaders— 
Ramanand Tiwary, Karpoori Thakur and Bhupendra Narayan 


xi. Legislative Assembly of the Indian States. 
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Mandal in SSP and Suraj Narayan Singh and Basavan Singh in 
PSP. Bhupendra Narayan Mandal was the only MP from Lohia’s 
Socialist Party in 1962. He was a true Lohiaite and did not take the 
government's offer of becoming minister in 1967. 


After Mahamaya Prasad Sinha formed the SVD government in 
Bihar in 1967, it set up the TLV Aiyer Commission to look into 
corruption allegations against the outgoing Sahay and his ministerial 
colleagues—Satyendra Narayan Sinha, Ram Lakhan Singh Yadav, 
Mahesh Prasad Singh, Ambika Sharan Singh and Raghvendra 
Singh. The Commission indicted all of them in some charge or the 
other. But no action was taken as the State governments changed 
in quick succession. But what it did was to end the political career 
of most of them except for Satyendra Narayan Sinha, who became 
Bihar CM in 1988. 


Bindeshwari Prasad Mandal, who was an MP, became a minister in 
the Samyukta Vidhayak Dal government. Lohia had been against 
an MP becoming minister in the State. Mandal worked on his 
Bihar plan, and taking the disgruntled OBC MLAs from SSP and 
other parties with him, formed his Shoshit Dal. The Mahamaya 
government in Bihar fell in ten months. Since Mandal was not a 
member of either house in Bihar, he got his loyalist Satish Prasad 
Singh to become chief minister for a day (28 February-1 March 
1968), just to nominate Mandal as member of the Upper House of 
the assembly. Mandal became CM only for 21 days despite making 
all 38 disgruntled MLAs ministers. ‘Bindeshwari Prasad Mandal 
had a dilemma, whether to make Jagdeo Prasad or Satish Prasad 
Singh as CM for a day, to nominate Mandal to the Upper House to 
make him eligible to become CM. Jagdeo Prasad was very keen 
to become CM, no matter it was for a day. But Mandal thought 
that Prasad was very ambitious and might not leave the CM’s 
chair and preferred a milder and docile Satish Prasad Singh’, says 
Shrikant, director of the Jagjivan Ram Research Institute and 
author of several books on Bihar politics. (13) So these few years 
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saw an intense tussle for the chair of the CM and governments 
falling like nine pins in the State. 


The Socialist movement, post-Lohia, kept wavering till JP decided 
to lead the 1974 Movement, starting from Bihar and later making 
Indira Gandhi impose Emergency on the whole country in June 
1975. After Lohia’s death in 1967, Raj Narain, George Fernandes 
and Madhu Limaye failed to work as a unit. This was because 
Madhu Limaye believed that he was the sole interpreter of Lohia’s 
thoughts. Raj Narain thought differently. Madhu Limaye was more 
of an intellectual face of socialism. Raj Narain tried to make it 
simpler with new slogans. George was more of a rebel and trade 
union activist. 


In February 1970, Congress (I) formed a government under 
Daroga Prasad Rai. SSP was now caught in a battle of backward- 
forward within the party. Ramanand Tiwary wore the badge of 
the upper caste for the first time. This disillusionment came 
because of a vacuum in leadership after Lohia’s death. With JP 
taking to the Sarvodaya movement, there was no unanimous 
central leadership for the Socialists. There was not one acceptable 
face until JP arrived at the scene to take control. 


Jagdeo Prasad: Revolutionary 
Who Gave Away His Life 


In a bouquet of great Socialist leaders like Karpoori Thakur, 
Ramanand Tewary, Suraj Narayan Singh, Basavan Singh and 
Bhupendra Narayan Mandal, Kapildeo Singh was also a firebrand 
leader from Arwal. Jagdeo Prasad, an OBC Kushwaha leader, was 
a blend of politician, revolutionary and journalist. Some people 
called him the ‘Lenin of Bihar’. Jagdeo Prasad was part of Lohia’s 
Socialist Party till it merged with the Praja Socialist Party to 
become the SSP. Prasad was the only big leader of his time who 
died in a police lathi-charge during the JP Movement in Arwal on 


Lohia to Mahamaya | 43 


5 September 1974. Jagdeo Path, a Patna colony along Bailey Road, 
is named after the revolutionary leader. 


Born on 2 February 1922 at Korhari village in Kurtha block of 
Arwal, Jagdeo Prasad had taken on feudalism aggressively between 
1960 and 1970, a brief prelude to the caste-war phase of Bihar from 
1097 to early 2000. He, along with revolutionary Maoists, Jagdish 
Master, Ramnaresh Ram, Vinod Mishra and Nagbhushan Patnaik, 
had been part of the struggle against upper caste oppression and 
dominance. Jagdeo Prasad’s son and former MP, Nagmani, says his 
father was born to a primary school teacher Prayag Narayan and 
Ramkali Devi, a homemaker. Prasad fought poverty and did his 
masters from Patna University, where he came in contact with 
scholar Chandradev Prasad Verma in whose company Prasad read 
several thinkers. As he had been active in the social movement, he 
decided to take to active politics. He joined Lohia’s Socialist Party 
and started editing its mouthpiece, Janata, and wrote extensively 
about problems and struggles of Dalits and backwards. 


He also worked briefly in the English weekly, Citizen in Hyderabad 
in 1955. As he did not get along with the publisher, he returned 
to join the Socialist movement in Bihar. While top Socialist 
leaders like Karpoori Thakur had decided to stay back with the 
Praja Socialist Party after the Socialist Party had split, he decided 
to stay put with Lohia and worked towards strengthening 
Lohia’s Socialist Party, which was always weaker than the PSP. 
After SP and PSP merged in 1964 and contested the 1967 polls 
under its banner, Jagdeo Prasad won successfully from the Kurtha 
Assembly segment and had also retained the seat in 1969 Assembly 
mid-term polls. His son Nagmani went on to represent his seat 
in 1977. 


Jagdeo Prasad did not approve of the SSP’s association with the 
Bharatiya Jana Sangh and differed with Lohia. He had not been 
supportive of Mahamaya Prasad Sinha government and turned a 
rebel, along with another ambitious leader Bindeshwari Prasad 
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Mandal, and later formed the Soshit Samaj Dal by splitting away 
MLAs from the SSP, PSP and some other parties to topple the 
Mahamaya government. 


While announcing Shoshit Dal on 25 August 1967, Jagdeo Prasad 
had said: ‘The foundation of a party we are laying today will be 
long and difficult. People will join and leave this revolutionary 
party but its stream will be ever-flowing. The first generation of its 
leaders could be killed, second generation leaders might land 
up in jails but the third generation of its leaders will rule.’ Though 
Shoshit Dal leader Mandal could hold on to the chair only for 
50 days, it did help in formation of the Daroga Prasad Rai 
government with Jagdeo Prasad playing a key role. Shoshit Dal 
merged with Ramswaroop Verma’s Arjak Sangh (formed in June 
1968) in August 1972 to become the Shoshit Samaj Dal. 


‘My grandfather used to say that 10 per cent cannot rule over 
90 per cent. He came out with the slogan of Sau me nabbe shoshit 
hai, nabbe bhaag hamara hai, dhan-dharti aur rajpaat mein nabbe 
bhaag hamara hai (Ninety out of hundred are exploited and hence, 
ninety per cent share is ours, we are stakeholders of 90 per cent 
cultivation, entire produce from it and also of power to rule)’, says 
Arun Kumar Singh, grandson of Jagdeo Prasad. (14) 


This was the time when JP’s movement had started drawing 
attention from students and the poor. On 5 September 1974 
during a State-wide satyagrah, Jagdeo Prasad led a protest march 
at Kurtha. When a deputy superintendent of police on duty tried 
to stop the march, Prasad did not relent and he and his followers 
tried to move forward, carrying black flags. The police began firing 
and a bullet hit Prasad directly. He was taken to a nearby hospital 
where he died asking for water, recalls Arun Kumar. (15) An 
inquiry commission was set up in 1977 by the Karpoori Thakur 
government but its report never came and nobody knows what 
happened to the commission. 
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BELCHHI MASSACRE WEAKENS SOCIALIST MOVEMENT 


The 1977 Belchhi massacre had only sharpened Bihar’s caste 
divide. Congress saw an opening opportunity and Indira Gandhi 
rode an elephant to muddy Belchhi, sensing Bihar was simmering. 
Belchhi had created cracks in the Janata Party, which eventually 
crumbled and Indira and her Congress returned to power in 1980. 


Once Congress got majority on its own, the party returned to 
upper caste dominance till Lalu Prasad put the last nail in the 
Congress’ coffin in 1990. After their 1977 success followed by 
immediate failure, the Socialists got together again after 12 years 
in 1989, when the Janata Dal was formed. But the leadership went 
not to original Socialists like Madhu Limaye or George Fernandes 
or Chandrashekhar but to VP Singh, a migrant from the Congress. 
The biggest problem with Socialist leaders was that they worked 
as a unit against the establishment but whenever they became part 
of the establishment, they fought and disintegrated. It happened 
in 1979 and also post 1990s, when the Janata Dal was fragmented 
into Janata Dal (U), RJD, LJP, Samata Party, Janata Dal (Secular), 
Samajwadi Party and Samajwadi Janata Party. Its previous avatar, 
the Indian Lok Dal, had already gone through this exercise of 
building and breaking. The likes of Lalu Prasad, Sharad Yadav, 
Ram Vilas Paswan, George Fernandes and Nitish Kumar bit the 
dust despite pursuing similar ideology because of personal 
ambition. The Socialist Movement never had an acceptable, 
unanimous leader. Lohia and JP did emerge unanimous leaders at 
different stages of the Movement for shorter durations. Maybe, the 


xii. The setting was in the tiny village of Belchhi, on the criminal-infested border 
of Patna-Nalanda, 90 kms from Patna. On 27 May 1977, a gang led by Mahavir 
and Parsuram, ripped through the terror-stricken village with guns blazing. 
Capturing 11 young village men, the gang tied them up, shot them dead at point 
blank range and then tossed them one by one into a mass pyre. 

India Today. 
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Socialists always had too many leaders and not one unanimous 
leader. Everyone here was a leader. 


THE TWO MISTAKES 


The first downfall of Socialist politics took place soon after the 
Socialist Party’s dismal electoral beginning in the 1952 elections. 
At that time, it decided to merge with former INC president 
JB Kripalani’s Krishak Majdoor Praja Party (KMPP), at the cost of 
its own identity. Kripalani, a Gandhian, wanted Socialists to give 
up class war. There was great frustration in the Socialist camp 
during the formation of the Praja Socialist Party (PSP). Narendra 
Dev went back to the field of education, JP joined the Bhoodan 
Movement. Lohia, who was expelled by the PSP for criticising his 
own party’s government in Cochin-Travancore, later formed the 
Socialist Party again. 


The PSP now did not have thinkers and ideologues of the calibre 
of Dev-JP-Lohia. However, it did electorally well, much better 
than Lohia’s party. In 1964, Lohia merged his party with some 
leaders of the PSP to form the Samyukta Socialist Party. Lohia, 
in his SSP avatar, proved more electorally effective. The period 
between 1964 and 1967 was perhaps a golden time for the 
Socialist upsurge that eventually took away eight States from 
the mighty Congress in 1967 and made one believe that Congress 
could be defeated. But before Lohia could take Socialist politics to 
another level, he died. The second-rung leadership of Raj Narain, 
Madhu Limaye and Madhu Dandavate could not hold fort for 
the Socialists. The lack of unanimous leadership again came to the 
fore, with Raj Narain and Madhu Limaye not being able to sustain 
the Socialist movement at the national level. 


Bihar’s fight, however, was led by Karpoori Thakur and Ramanand 
Tiwary in the SSP and Basavan Singh and Suraj Narayan Singh 
in the PSP. Power was playing musical chairs between 1967 
and 1972, with neither the Socialists nor the Congress getting full 
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majority. The period saw eight governments and in one instance, 
a CM (Satish Prasad Singh) being in office just for a day. Indira 
Gandhi, who had weakened after the Congress split in 1969, had 
bounced back after the 1971 war against Pakistan and India 
played a key role in formation of Bangladesh under her leadership. 
Congress regained power in 1972 in Bihar and the Socialists’ 
football game with power ended. 


It is an irony that it was left to another great Socialist leader living 
in self-retirement, Jayaprakash Narayan, to come out of the cold 
and fill the void created after Lohia’s death. Lohia’s words in the 
1950s—that JP alone was capable of leading Socialist politics— 
was prophetic, though it took almost twenty years to fruition. 


JP was greatly influenced by the political philosopher DD Kosambi, 
born Buddhist and his idea of welfare society, reviving the spirit 
of Nalanda and the concept of common schools. ‘The solution for 
India, of course, would be socialism, which alone can create a 
demand rising with the supply, a solution which can be utilised 
not only by advanced countries but by backward countries 
(as China is demonstrating), and without which planning is 
futile. But just as the Indian bourgeoisie imports the latest 
foreign machinery for production, so, when all else fails, the latest 
capitalist developments in politics will also be imported. And 
this means fascism, in the long run the only possible alternative 
to socialism’, Kosambi had said in his essay ‘On the class structure 
in India’. JP’s call for ‘Total Revolution’ has to be understood in 
this context. 


The second fall of Socialist politics took place when they decided 
to go with Charan Singh, more of a caste leader and not being 
made in the Socialist mould. Charan Singh had come from a 


xiii. Exasperating Essays, DD Kosambi. https://www.marxists.org/archive/ 
kosambi/exasperating-essays/x01/1954.htm 
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Congress background and had been only a prominent Jat leader. 
Once Charan Singh came to power, politics became all about 
caste. Lohia used to say, ‘dismantle caste’. The Socialists, under 
the leadership of Charan Singh, placed ‘caste’ uppermost in their 
minds. A leader like Karpoori Thakur felt disillusioned and broke 
away to form the Lok Dal (K). Karpoori Thakur joined a party like 
the Dalit Majdoor Kisan Party and fought on its symbol in 1984 
and tasted his first electoral defeat. 


After the death of Charan Singh, the Socialists revived the Lok Dal 
with the return of leaders like Karpoori Thakur, Nitish Kumar and 
Lalu Prasad who fought the next election on its symbol. Nitish 
Kumar was third time lucky as he won in his third attempt in 
1985. 


The biggest gainer of the Socialist Movement was Karpoori 
Thakur. 


KARPOORI THAKUR 
The Original Subaltern Hero 





I would not have faced such humiliation if I was born a Yadav. 


The Maharaja said that he cannot accept Karpoori as their leader. 
He suggested the name of his party MLA and senior, Mahamaya 
Prasad Sinha, for CM post. As others did not want to lose the historic 
opportunity of forming the first anti-Congress government, they agreed 
on Sinha’s name. Basant Narayan Singh also spoke in-between and 
if somebody interrupted him, he would silence them with this line, ‘Do 
you follow my English?’ Karpoori still kept looking at the ground. He 
did not speak a word during the entire meeting. 


I should not have taken to politics, for my father never approved 
dynastic politics... 


A STUDENT OF Class seven, leading a freedom movement march 
sometime in the mid-1930s, was delivering a fiery speech in the 
campus of Krishna Talkies, Samastipur, in the presence of senior 
leaders. Congress Socialist Party leader Ramnandan Mishra was 
also on the dais. After the function concluded, Mishra called 
the boy and asked him his name. The boy introduced himself 
as Kapuri Thakur. Mishra said: You cannot be Kapuri, you are 
Karpoori, the camphor that spreads aroma.’ 
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The two-time Bihar chief minister and the original subaltern hero 
of the Hindi heartland, Karpoori Thakur, is a less told story. He 
was the bridge between Congress hegemony and the advent of 
Lalu Prasad. He was also the first real anti-Congress alternative, 
even though he was deputy chief minister in the Mahamaya Prasad 
Sinha government. It is a rare case in history that the 1967 
Samyukta Vidhayak Dal government is discussed more for its 
deputy CM than its CM. He was not the challenger of upper castes 
like Lalu. He was rather an assimilator, who believed in inclusive 
politics. After he became chief minister of Bihar in 1970-end, his 
father Gokul Thakur continued with his traditional profession of 
barber, going to houses of influential upper caste people on call. 
Once, an unwell Gokul Thakur had refused to respond to the 
call of an upper caste Bhumihar. The enraged man sent his 
musclemen to Gokul Thakur’s house to thrash the unobliging 
barber. The entire Samastipur district administration went into a 
tizzy. After all, the father of the serving chief minister was roughed 
up. The offender was held, beaten up and put in police lock-up. 
When Karpoori Thakur got to know about the incident, he 
asked the Samastipur district magistrate not to file any FIR. The 
DM could not believe his ears for a while, but recovered to protest 
mildly: ‘Sir, this is a question of the prestige of the entire State. 
How can we tolerate this? A calm Karpoori Thakur said: 
‘DM Saheb, you can save the father of the chief minister. How 
about thousands of such fathers being beaten up without the 
knowledge of the administration every day? Time will settle these 
questions. It is a slow process.’ (1) 


Once, the famous Bhojpuri folk music exponent and litterateur, 
Bhikhari Thakur had said he would start getting his share of fame 
and recognition only 30-40 years after his death. His words were 
prophetic; Bhojpuri folk music and literature is today centred 
around his works. It was a coincidence that Karpoori Thakur 
was born in the same era as Bhikhari Thakur. Both belonged to 
the same ‘extremely backward classes’ (EBC) that of the barber 
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community and faced almost similar levels of poverty. Like 
Bhikhari, Karpoori also did not get his share of fame in his lifetime. 
Rather, he faced humiliation from his peers like Basavan Singh, 
Suraj Narayan Singh and also Lalu Prasad, who used to call him, 
‘Kapti (scheming) Thakur’. After being removed as Leader of the 
Opposition in 1987, Karpoori Thakur had said: ‘I would not have 
faced such humiliation if I was born a Yadav.’ (2) 


Towards the end of his life, he had been forced to go back to 
his EBC roots. The man, who had been above caste and had 
tremendous mass appeal with no electoral defeat in Assembly 
polls from 1952 to 1985, was forced by circumstances and politics 
all of sudden to become a caste leader. Deepak Kumar, a senior 
Bihar photojournalist, recalls how he had seen upper caste people 
getting incensed at the presence of Karpoori Thakur at the twin 
village of Dalelchak-Bhagora where 42 upper caste people were 
butchered by Maoists in 1986. Deepak recalls how he had to make 
‘Karpoori pillion ride’ on his scooter and leave him at the main 
road, safe from the infuriated villagers. (3) 


In Bihar, the socialism of Ram Manohar Lohia had slowly begun 
to give way to caste politics. Lalu Prasad had already marked his 
arrival by winning the 1977 Lok Sabha polls and Yadav leaders 
had started getting more aggressive in State politics. The caste- 
divide only sharpened and became more pronounced after the 
death of Karpoori, and during Lalu’s rule the State saw a flurry of 
caste massacres. 


Karpoori Thakur is like the classical music of politics, carrying 
immense depth but understood and appreciated by a few. In 
contrast, Lalu Prasad is like a rock-star of politics, having a great 
mass appeal and yet being frivolous. Among Bihar politicians, 
Karpoori was perhaps the last of the Gandhian leaders, who had a 
great blend of the sedate Marxist-cum-Sarvodayi ideas of JP and 
the revolutionary socialism of Ram Manohar Lohia. What Karpoori 
did because of his poverty and by way of his tough training as a 
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disciplined politician, Lalu Prasad tried to do by his theatrics. Lalu 
staged one such drama at the expense of Karpoori when he had 
tried to declare himself as a scion of Karpoori by standing close to 
the body of the Jan Nayak’ in a truck on his last journey to Baans 
Ghat by the Ganga, in Patna. 


Karpoori Thakur’s journey can be divided in three parts—1930 to 
1967 when he took part in the freedom movement and emerged 
as a prominent Socialist leader, 1967-1979 when he emerged as 
the voice of the OBCs and the deprived, and 1979-1988 when he 
started losing ground because of no social base of his own and 
Lalu Prasad emerged as a leader of the Yadavs, creating rift among 
the OBCs. Karpoori Thakur, who had never been considered a 
caste leader, had been rendered helpless because of the changing 
caste equations, post 1985. 


Karpoori Thakur was born on 24 January 1924 (as per his class 
10 certificate), in 1921 (in reality) as Kapuri. He was married in 
1932 to Phuleshwari Devi of Chandanpatti village, both still 
children. Marriage did not deter Karpoori from studies and he 
told his parents that he would bring his wife home after the 
country became independent and wished his children to be born 
in free India. His eldest son, Ram Nath Thakur, smiles at this 
reference and adds with a blush: ‘Yes. I am very happy to be born 
in Independent India.’ (4) 


Karpoori Thakur studied up to class six in the BME school, Tajpur 
(Samastipur). In 1935, he got admitted to class seven in the 
Tirhut Academy. The social make of his paternal village, Pitaunjhia 
(now called Karpoori Gram), barely seven km from Samastipur 
town, had its direct bearing on the making of Thakur. His family 
was the only EBC barber house in a village dominated by upper 
caste Bhumihars and some OBCs. 


i. Translated as peoples’ leader. 
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In Pitaunjhia’s upper caste tola, one Raja Guruji used to give 
private tuition to upper caste boys. Kapuri also wanted to get 
this coaching, but his father Gokul Thakur could not afford the 
fee, nor could the Guruji dare to teach a barber’s son. There was 
dominance of the upper caste in the village. The Guruji, who liked 
Kapuri, devised a way out—he asked Kapuri to hide near where 
he taught the upper caste boys. The Guruji taught in a very loud 
voice, so that the hidden young Kapuri could also benefit from 
these lessons. Gokul Thakur visited the village school several 
times to request teachers to dissuade his son from studies and 
let him concentrate on his paternal profession. (5) 


Yashwant Sinha, who served as principal secretary to CM Karpoori 
Thakur between 1977 and 1979, recalls how once Karpoori had 
told him about his father taking him to a village landlord after 
he passed Class 10. The landlord pretended happiness but soon 
asked Karpoori to massage his feet and the boy had obliged. (6) 


His political acumen and leadership qualities were reflected after 
he set up the Navyuvak Sangh at his village in 1938 and ran a 
small library. He did his class 12 from the CM College, Darbhanga 
in 1942. He got enrolled in an undergraduate course but dropped 
out of his studies to take part in the Quit India Movement. He 
used to walk 15 km from the village to the nearest railway station 
and take a train for Darbhanga every day, and walk back home the 
same distance. He also worked as a teacher in the Pitaunjhia 
middle school. He became part of JP’s freedom brigade or Azad 
Dasta around the time. 


Karpoori’s first meeting with JP is no less interesting. During the 
Quit India Movement, when Karpoori learnt that JP had been in 
hiding after he had escaped from the Hazaribagh jail, he decided 
to search for him. JP had been hiding in Nepal but the story was, 
JP was in Benares. Eventually, Karpoori reached Nepal. Azad 
Dasta was being run from the Barsayan Colliery in Nepal. A Neura 
villager named Gulab Chandra Gupta Gulali kept a lookout, 
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dressed in an army uniform. Young Karpoori faced rigorous 
questions about his identity at gunpoint but was finally allowed to 
meet JP, who explained his functioning of Azad Dasta. Karpoori 
thus became a member of the Congress Socialist Party. 


Karpoori Thakur wrote a poem around the time. It later became 
a ritual oration before his speeches during his Socialist movement 
days as well: 


Hum soye watan ko jagaane chale hai 
Hum murda dilon ko jalaane chale hai 
Garibon ko roti na deti hukumat, 
Zaalimon se loha bajaane chale hain 


(We have risen to wake our country from slumber, to give life 
to dead hearts. Since the rulers will not give bread to the poor, 
we are going to clash with the perpetrators.) (7) 


He was arrested on 23 October 1943 for the first time. He was 
released from Bhagalpur central jail in November 1945. In the 
same year, Karpoori became the Congress Socialist Party 
mahamantri" of Darbhanga district. In 1948, he became State 
mantri of the Socialist Party formed by JP, Lohia and Narendra 
Dev. Karpoori worked for expansion of the party in Bihar 
between 1948 and 1953. He led a Kisan march from Tajpur to 
Patna in 1949. 


He had become so popular that workers wanted him to contest 
from the Tajpur Assembly segment ahead of leaders like Mahendra 
Narayan Roy, Shatrughan Sharan Singh and Harivansh Tarun. 
The party's district leader, mantri Siyaram Sharma formally 
proposed Karpoori Thakur’s name but he said a firm no. But 
bigger Socialist leaders like Yogendra Sharma, Ramnandan Mishra 


ii. Chief official, translated as a chief minister. 
Mantri: as minister. 
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and JP convinced him to contest. Karpoori agreed but put a 
condition—he would accept donations of just 71 or %2. It was 
only from Prabhabati Devi that he accepted 75. His son and Rajya 
Sabha MP Ram Nath Thakur recalls: ‘Prabhabati Devi played a 
crucial role in convincing my father to contest. He had such 
immense respect for Prabhabatiji that he named our village school 
after Prabhabatiji and his mother. The school is called Prabhabati 
Ramdulari high school.’ (8) 


During campaign in Sarsauna village in his maiden electoral battle 
in 1952, Karpoori, who had been campaigning on a bicycle, 
stopped at a place where some women had been laying out dung 
cakes to bake in the sun. When he requested an elderly woman to 
vote for him, she said: ‘Garmarauna, ehe gobar se muh rang deboh... 
Hum sab Karpoori Thakur ko vote debah, auru kouno maatha patak 
ke rah jaytay, hum vote na debay (go away [expletive], we will vote 
only for Karpoori Thakur. Howsoever others may try, none of 
them would get our votes).’ (9) When Karpoori Thakur introduced 
himself, the woman embraced him, blessing him profusely. 
Thakur defeated Congress stalwart Ramsukumari Devi by 2,431 
votes and became a giant killer in his very first attempt. His 
political stock started rising. Karpoori had arrived in Bihar politics. 


Speaking in favour of the Bihar Maintenance of Public Order Bill 
on 24 November 1955, Karpoori Thakur said: ‘In democracy, the 
government does not depend on the police but on the consent 
and cooperation of the people.’ He also quoted Laskey: ‘Every 
state contains innumerable stupid men who see in unconventional 
thought the imminent destruction of social peace...’ (10) 


His oratorical skill impressed then chief minister Srikrishna Singh 
so much that he instructed his colleagues that he alone would 
answer the questions raised by Thakur. The relationship between 
the CM and Thakur was like Jawaharlal Nehru and Atal Bihari 
Vajpayee—that of great mutual admiration. Famous Hindi poet of 
the time, Acharya Janaki Ballabh Shastri wrote: ‘I heard him for 
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the first time in 1952. Wo bolte kya the, taulte the, jan jan ko apne 
baat se. Koi unko dhyan se sune to jivan ka phalsafa hi badal jaye... 
Mai pakke vishwas ke saath kehta hoon, Lok Nayak ke baad, Jan 
Nayak ka naam hi judega (He would not speak but would weigh 
his every word. If somebody listens to him patiently, the way 
of his life will change... I can say with firm conviction that after 
Loknayak title for JP, it should be Jannayak for Karpoori).’ (11) 


When the Socialist Party split, Karpoori joined the Praja Socialist 
Party of JP and Acharya Narendra Dev. As Praja Socialist Party 
nominee in 1957, he defeated Congress’ Nandlal Sharma by 
10,826 votes. In 1962, he defeated Congress’ Ramswarup Prasad 
Rai by 18,157. In 1963, he became president of the Delimitation 
Commission. In 1966, Praja Socialist Party merged with Lohia’s 
Socialist Party to become the Samyukta Socialist Party. On 
10 August 1966, he was injured in a lathicharge at Patna’s Gandhi 
Maidan. 


In 1967, as Samyukta Socialist Party nominee, he defeated 
Congress’ Bhubaneshwar Singh by 16,462 votes. The SSP had 
caught the imagination of the people after having defeated the 
Congress in eight States, including in Bihar. SSP was the leading 
party with 67 seats and Karpoori Thakur looked the obvious 
choice for CM. 


But Raja Kamakhya Narayan Singh willed otherwise. 


Dr Arjun Singh, son of Karpoori Thakur’s compatriot Kapildeo 
Singh, recalls the landmark meeting as an eyewitness: 


‘A meeting of the Samyukta Vidhayak Dal was called at the R Block 
(Patna) house of my father, who was Barahiya MLA. As leaders of 
the Jana Kranti Dal, Maharaja Kamakhya Narayan Singh and his 
brother Kumar Basant Narayan Singh, who had won 36 seats, 
were coming. Blankets were laid on the ground. As the SSP was 
the biggest party among the non-Congress parties, everyone 
was guessing that Karpoori Thakur was going to be the next chief 
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minister. As leaders from Jana Sangh, CPI and SSP spoke, the 
Maharaja kept listening. Karpoori had not said a word. He kept 
looking at the ground as others spoke and some of them proposed 
that Karpoori should lead the first anti-Congress government in 
Bihar. The Maharaja and his Oxford-educated brother had to 
speak last. The Maharaja said that he could not accept Karpoori as 
their leader. He suggested the name of his party MLA and senior 
Mahamaya Prasad Sinha for CM post. As others did not want to 
lose the historic opportunity of forming the first anti-Congress 
government, they agreed on Sinha’s name.... Basant Narayan 
Singh also spoke in-between and if somebody interrupted him, he 
would silence them with this line, “Do you follow my English?” 
Karpoori still kept looking at the ground. He did not speak a 
word during the entire meeting. My father supported the Raja’s 
idea. Ramanand Tiwary also gave his nod saying, “thik ba, thik ba 
(it is ok).”’ (12) 


Karpoori looked hurt but he took the oath on 5 March 1967 as 
deputy CM. He later took it as a conspiracy of upper caste leaders 
and also held it against his close friend, Kapildeo Singh. As 
Kamakhya Narayan Singh’s sidekick had defeated CM KB Sahay 
from Giridih, people were in awe of him and accepted his 
candidate Mahamaya Prasad Sinha, who too had defeated Sahay 
from Patna West. Though Mahamaya was a follower of the 
erstwhile Raja of Ramgarh, Kamakhya, both the brothers joined 
cabinet as ministers. CPI got two ministers in Chandrashekhar 
Singh and Indradeep Singh. SSP got five ministers including 
Karpoori, Ramanand Tiwary and Bhola Prasad Singh as cabinet 
ministers, and Sabhapati Singh and Upendra Nath Verma as 
ministers of state. Kapildeo was left out in the first cabinet but 
was inducted later. 


As education minister, Karpoori took the landmark decision of 
removing English as a compulsory subject in Class 10 board 
examinations. Though he was quite good at English, he knew how 
passing in English was very tough for rural boys. 
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When I asked Karpoori Thakur’s son and Rajya Sabha MP Ram Nath 
Thakur, out of curiosity, how good his father was at English, he 
felt somewhat offended but stayed calm. He asked his assistant 
Umakant to bring in a Class 12 certificate to show that Karpoori 
had scored 156 out of 300 marks ‘in those days’ and had become 
proficient in the subject with his massive self-study. Ram Nath 
Thakur says: ‘As deputy CM and later CM, my father would make 
corrections in files prepared by IAS officers. Some notes from his 
Class 12 copies are testimony to his good English. My father had 
removed English as a compulsory subject in Class 10 because he 
knew the pain of poor villagers, who would find it difficult to 
learn English and afford an English tutor.’ 


Removing English from mandatory subjects in Class 10 was a 
brave decision that was derided by many. But much of rural Bihar 
was not exposed to this alien subject. Karpoori Thakur had seen 
how English had been responsible for the growing number of 
non-matric (who could not pass Class 10 board examinations) in 
villages. The data of matriculate students pre- and post-Karpoori 
could be interesting. Being non-matric was almost like a stigma, 
which dented student morale and self-confidence of rural people; 
in those early days of post-Independence India, most of whom 
were unsuccessful in life were so only because they were unable to 
cross ‘the English Channel’ of matriculation. 


I remember how my father Sanjay Prasad Singh and uncle 
Mrityunjay Prasad Singh, both teachers in English, would be 
borrowed for a pair of dhotis each, to speak English in wedding 
functions—to throw off the elite tag of the hosts. Such was the 
spell of knowing and speaking English that people from far-off 
villages of Bhagalpur and Munger would come to our Ramchua 
village (now in Banka) to see my father and uncle. My father 
said, as a teacher he had felt the problems of rural students 
and had devised simple methods to teach the English language. 
RP Sinha’s books, How to write Correct English and How to translate 
into English, sold like hotcakes and are still favourites in rural 
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Bihar. Karpoori Thakur’s whole fight was to overcome this 
problem. Removing English as a mandatory subject had more 
to do with democratisation of education. He did not mind his 
move being lampooned as ‘Karpoori division’, for he could see its 
positive impact. During the Karpoori Thakur administration, 
poor students began to get admission in the elite Patna University. 
By early 1970s, this one single administrative move had started 
working as a tool for socio-educational empowerment, besides 
being a tool of political empowerment. And what can be a better 
example than an OBC boy from Phulwaria, Gopalganj, called 
Lalu Prasad, not just getting admission in Patna University but 
also becoming Patna University Students Union president in 
1973, an office that changed his life forever. 


Karpoori effected another change as the deputy CM. He observed 
that lifts at the State secretariat were allowed to be used only by 
officers. He opened the facilities for all. He introduced parity and 
socialism at the workplace. 


The Mahamaya Prasad Sinha government fell on 28 January 
1968 because of the scheming by Bindeshwari Prasad Mandal, 
who had quit as a Lok Sabha MP to become a minister in Bihar. 
When he had to resign after being reprimanded by Ram Manohar 
Lohia, he had been sulking and working overtime to split the SSP. 
He engineered the fall of the Mahamaya government. Mandal got 
rubber stamp Satish Prasad Singh to become CM for a day just to 
be able to get himself nominated as a member of the Legislative 
Council. Mandal became CM on 1 February 1968 but could 
survive on that chair only for 50 days. 


Former UP CM Hemvati Nandan Bahuguma recalled how 
Karpoori had asked during a conversation in 1963, why there 
should be an orderly for IPS officers? He called it ‘a bad British 
practice’. When Bahuguna became CM in 1973, he had suspended 
a DIG only because he was getting his shoes polished by his 
orderly. 
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After the fall of the Mandal government, Karpoori had helped 
Bhola Paswan Shastri become CM. He had impressed upon Shastri 
to give Basgit parcha (slip to settle on government land) to raiyats 
(tenant farmers). This was the first time since Independence that 
raiyats got some kind of rights over the land they tilled. 


As long as Ramnandan Mishra and JP-led Socialists were active, 
the Socialist Party was one cohesive unit. But in the 1960s, 
Basavan Singh and Suraj Narayan Singh formed one group and 
Karpoori Thakur, Ramanand Tiwary and Kapildeo Singh were 
part of another group. While Basavan and Suraj were in control 
of the PSP organisation, Thakur and Tiwary were rising stars. 
Karpoori was a self-made leader under the tutelage of Ramnandan 
Mishra and JP. Once Basavan Singh, sometime in the early 1960s, 
had picked up his shoe to throw at Karpoori after some argument! 
Karpoori had been upset and had at the time thought of leaving 
the Socialist grouping. It was Ramanand Tiwary who calmed him. 
In later years, Karpoori and Tiwary went along with Ram Manohar 
Lohia. 


Opposition politics soon began to revolve around Karpoori, with 
Basavan and Suraj being rendered irrelevant. Lohia had been 
leading an anti-Congress charge that gained momentum in 1965 
and uprooted the Congress from eight States in 1967. Congress 
was shaken for the first time. Karpoori was the Bihar face of SSP. 
The PSP had been marginalised. In the 1969 poll, Karpoori 
defeated the Congress’ Rajendra Mahto by 13,485 votes. 


During the Jabalpur convention of the SSP in early 1970s, when 
Karpoori was all set to become SSP national president unanimously, 
a leader from Bhojpur wanted to contest. As SSP always talked 
about democratic values, it allowed the contest. Karpoori Thakur 
wanted to withdraw his nomination. But, persuaded by senior 
leaders, he contested and won. 


The Daroga Prasad Rai government had fallen in 1970. Congress 
(O) leader Satyendra Narayan Singh had learnt from his Raj 
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Bhavan" sources, if any combination did not stake claim to form 
government by 21 December evening, President’s rule could be 
imposed. But Karpoori Thakur was missing. 


Umesh Prasad Singh, a Socialist leader, recalls: ‘I was crossing 
former CM Sardar Harihar Singh’s R Block residence. Pranab 
Chatterjee, a Socialist leader close to Karpoori, called me and 
asked me to accompany him in his jeep to search for Thakur. 
On intuition, we reached the house of Ramdev Rai near Gandhi 
Maidan. When I entered the courtyard of Rais house, I saw 
supporters of both Tiwary and Thakur. I asked Ramdayal Singh, a 
Tiwary supporter, if Karpoori was there. He said in Bhojpuri, 
“Dekhat naykhe, kutta-billi jaisan lade taalu (Can you not hear the 
noise? Ramanand Tiwary and Karpoori Thakur have been fighting 
like a cat and a dog)” over government formation. I picked up 
courage to go to Karpoori and whisper in his ears that Satyendra 
Babu had been looking for him.’ (13) 


Karpoori finally became CM on 22 December 1970. In 1971, 
Karpoori Thakur removed tax being collected to cross rivers. 
Such had been the system in Bihar that even newly-wed brides 
were not allowed to travel through dried up river routes, without 
paying a tax. Thakur had to pay it several times. Once, a contractor 
had taken away a fish from the basket of a fisherwoman for a river- 
crossing fee. This incident had stayed with Karpoori. And when 
the man became CM, he put an end to the Draconian system of 
river tax. He remained CM only till 2 June 1971. 


In 1972 Assembly polls, as SSP candidate, he defeated Independent 
Kamlesh Rai by 10,568 votes. He was slated to become Leader of 
Opposition; he had been looking for a suitable candidate for his 
personal secretary. A young boy, who had already been in the SSP, 
Surendra Akela (now a doyen of Hindi journalism in Bihar) fit the 
bill. Thakur wanted a honest or an intelligent person. 


ii. The State Governor's residence. 
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Kishore narrates his story: ‘I was a Socialist. I used to write for 
Dinaman and Lohia’s magazine Janta. I was introduced by Chhapra 
leader Ambika Sharan Singh to Karpoori Thakur. Sometime in 
1970, Thakur visited Chhapra. As he was impressed with my 
reports as SSP Saran office secretary, he asked if I could work as 
his private secretary? He saw both honesty and intelligence in 
Kishore. Kishore said he could take up the secretarial job after he 
wrote his graduation examination. In 1972, Surendra Kishore 
joined Karpoori Thakur and started living at his Gardiner Road 
official residence. Surendra was to get 7100 as his salary besides 
free food and lodging. 


As there were not enough beds, Ram Nath Thakur and Kishore 
would share a bed. ‘Once, when a teacher from Samastipur came 
to stay overnight at Thakur’s residence, Thakur asked Surendra 
and Ram Nath to sleep on the carpet. While Surendra had no 
problem, Ram Nath was upset because this was not what he had 
expected as the son of a former CM and the current Leader of 
Opposition (his father). He had to settle on the floor as there was no 
option that night. But the next day, Ram Nath left the house and 
started living in the flat of an MLA. When Karpoori Thakur came to 
know about it, he decided that all members in that house would 
now onwards sleep on the floor and returned all beds to the public 
works department. Karpoori Thakur’s wife Phuleshwari Devi 
somehow managed to get one bed hidden in an outhouse.’ (14) 


Though Thakur was the Leader of Opposition, he had no car. 
Leaders of Opposition (LOP) got the rank of cabinet ministers 
only after 1977, when Morarji Desai government gave LOP parity 
with a cabinet minister and the States also replicated the norm. 
Rickshaw was the usual mode of communication for Thakur for 
travelling in Patna. Once, when he had to go to placate a rebel 
party MLA to Samastipur, he asked former CM and Congress MLA 
(in 1972) Mahamaya Prasad Sinha, a landlord, for help. He gave 
7400, a good enough money to ferry Thakur back to Patna by car. 
On other occasions, for outside Patna trips, it would be some 
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doctors or well-wishers, who would help him, though without 
any expectation. Karpoori Thakur was deeply influenced by Ram 
Manohar Lohia, who would not keep a car because it would have 
incurred more expenses than his taxi bills. But Thakur would at 
times tell Surendra: ‘Agar hamare paas tej sawari hoti to janta ki 
sewa karne mein aasani hoti (had 1 a faster mode of travel, it would 
have been easier for me to reach out to people).’ 


Thakur always ensured that his son Ram Nath took advantage of 
his proximity to influential people. Ram Nath, in his early days, 
would often rebel against his father for not giving him a good life. 
Thakur would also ask his wife to spend most of her time in the 
village as he would be travelling out of Patna very frequently. 


Ganga Prasad, a senior journalist who covered two tenures of 
Thakur as CM, recalls how by 1973, SSP had begun to go through 
its worst-ever political phase. Leaders like Karpoori Thakur had 
been backing Raj Narain while another group of leaders such as 
Kisan Patnaik, Yamuna Singh and Dinesh Dasgupta had formed 
Lohia Vichar Manch within the party, with the tacit backing from 
George Fernandes. Prasad also recalls the popularity of Thakur 
even in the bad days. ‘People used to come to Patna residence of 
Karpoori Thakur with beaten rice and sattu (roasted gram powder). 
Thakur would offer only a place to rest. He had no resources to 
offer them food but people did not complain about it either. There 
was hardly any difference between private and public space in 
residences of political leaders then’, says Prasad, who retired as 
Jansatta’s Bihar correspondent. (15) 


Surendra Kishore, who had worked with Thakur, for one-and-a- 
half years, says: ‘Nitish Kumar has dabangai (overbearing nature) 
of Lalu and honesty of Karpoori Thakur. He carried forward the 
legacy of Thakur by giving reservation to EBCs and women. 
Karpoori Thakur did not take some tough decisions like land 
reforms and Nitish too, could not touch it because of pressure 
from his own vote base of the Koeris and Kurmis.’ (16) 
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At the call of JP, Karpoori Thakur resigned as MLA in 1974. But 
Karpoori had some questions in his mind. He first directed his 
queries to Acharya Vinoba Bhave in a letter on 21 December 1975: 


Freedom was not killed as much during Britishers’ rule 
as during the Emergency imposed by Indira Gandhi. 
Despite more power of freedom of expression during 
British rule, Gandhiji had needed to start satyagrah. 
Don't you feel the need of another satyagrah as a senior 
member of Gandhian thought? (17) 


In his second letter to Bhave on 9 January 1976, Karpoori differed 
with him: 


In your speech, you mentioned grave threats. This looks 
like echoing the PM. This is not fair and does not suit 
you. You are a specially gifted man. The country should 
have benefitted from your original thought. (18) 


Karpoori also wrote to JP on 6 December 1976: ‘...do you believe, 
so long as one does not swear by Sampoorna Kranti (total 
revolution), it cannot emerge as a national option? I am a staunch 
supporter of Sampoorna Kranti. But I hold civil liberty and 
Gandhianism should be imbibed first because Sampoorna Kranti 
has not been fully defined yet.’ (19) 


On 30 January 1977, Karpoori took part in a public meeting 
at the Gandhi Maidan and was arrested the same day. He fought 
the Lok Sabha election for the first time in 1977 and recorded 
a historic win from Samastipur as Janata Party candidate by 
defeating Congress(I)’s Yamuna Prasad Mandal by 327,434 votes. 
He, however, returned to Bihar to become CM—something Lohia 
would not have appreciated had he been alive. His fierce 
competitor, Ramanand Tiwary was also an MP but he followed 
Lohia’s principle of sticking to the house one is elected to. Karpoori 
had held it against BP Mandal for becoming CM in 1967. Now, 
he had done the same, suggesting that he was no different from 
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Mandal when it came to craving for CM position. This time, he 
had to face tough resistance from then Bihar chief of the Janata 
Party, Satyendra Narayan Sinha. But he managed to sail through 
and later won a bypoll from Phulparas by defeating Congress’ 
Ram Jaipal Singh Yadav by 69,000 votes. 


On 24 June 1977, he became CM again, leading the Janata Party 
government. It was again time to effect some changes. On 
11 October, he waived school fees for Class one to Class 10. This 
again was a masterstroke, which is partially followed by the 
Nitish Kumar government as well, with fee waiver of SC/ST girls 
from Class one to post-graduate courses since 2015. Karpoori 
Thakur had seen a big dropout of children because of their 
parents’ inability to pay school fees. 


Former MLC, Socialist thinker and litterateur, Prem Kumar Mani 
says: ‘Karpoori Thakur had paved the way for social empowerment 
by waiving off school fees as an education minister in 1967. He 
had gone through it and knew what it takes to pay school fees for 
a small farmer and more, to a landless family. He had seen what 
non-payment of school fees meant—he was addressing dropouts 
from school and paving the way for students completing their 
education. It was not for any particular caste or class, but it was 
pro-poor students, irrespective of their caste and religion.’ (20) 


He also gave appointment letters to 6,000 engineers the same year 
at Gandhi Maidan and made official work in Hindi mandatory. 


But his decision to give 26 per cent reservation to backward 
class students in educational institutions had created a political 
storm. What he had done was to implement the recommendations 
of the Mungeri Lal Commission during the Jagannath Mishra 
administration. Even though the Bharatiya Jana Sangh group 
within Janata Party did not take any official line, its MLAs started 
opposing it as BJS had an upper caste constituency to cater to. 
Karpoori faced casteist slurs and expletive-laden slogans such 
as ‘ye aarakshan kahaan se aayi, Karpoori ki maay..... (where does 
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this reservation come from, has Karpoori’s mother given birth to a 
new child?)’. It is an irony that BJP has been now observing the 
birth anniversary of Karpoori Thakur, in its attempt to stake 
claims to some of Karpoori’s legacies. 


Yashwant Sinha recalls Karpoori’s love for use of Hindi as an 
official language. How it was difficult to make the CM stick to his 
schedule as he was open to meeting people. Sinha recalls, how 
once he had taken the CM to the serene and tranquil Valmiki 
Nagar guest house to get loads of pending files signed. He also 
recalls his visit to Karpoori’s Pitaunjhia village house that remained 
with modest means, and how there was no chair for him when 
he had met the CM’s wife, who had made him a cup of tea on an 
earthen oven. (21) 


Sinha recalls how Karpoori had once defended why eastern States 
were backwards. 


‘Karpoori soon emerged as a leader and spokesperson of the 
backward and poorer States of India during discussions in Delhi. 
The CMs of these States would often meet in Bihar Bhawan to 
finalise their stand on important issues, especially those relating 
to allocation of funds by the Centre. I remember one meeting of 
the National Development Council in Delhi, especially, where the 
finance minister of Haryana had, in his speech, made the point 
that Haryana was a better-off State because of the hard work put 
in by its own people. He asserted that Bihar and other States 
were poor because the people of those States were not as hard 
working.... Obviously, we were cut to the quick by this line of 
argument. Karpoori Thakur vanished during the lunch break 
without telling any of us where he was going. When the meeting 
resumed, he was still missing and just as I was starting to worry, 
I saw him entering the hall with a peon in tow. The peon was 
carrying several books. Karpoori asked for the floor, and referring 
to the books that he had collected tried to prove how the people 
of the eastern States were equally hard working but were at a 


Karpoori Thakur | 67 


disadvantage because they had been punished by the British, 
especially in terms of irrigation facilities and other infrastructure 
for their role during the First war of Independence. He went on to 
explain how Punjab and Haryana had been favoured, because 
they had sided with the British. He quoted copiously from various 
books he had brought and left the rivals speechless with his 
erudite and well-informed intervention. At the end of the day, 
I remember everyone, especially from backward States, crowding 
around him to congratulate him.’ (22) 


Sinha also recalls the anti-reservation protests during Karpoori’s 
tenure that were blown out of proportion. He remembers, when 
an American camera crew entered his office asking, ‘where’s 
the war zone’, he had told the journalist that there was no such 
zone and he would not get a story out of Bihar. Sinha paid a 
glowing tribute to his former boss: ‘His resignation marked the 
end of an era in the history of Bihar. Despite his dishevelled 
appearance and disorganised schedule, Karpoori Thakur was an 
outstanding CM. He was honest to the core... working with 
Karpoori Thakur remains one of the most unforgettable experiences 
of my life.’ (23) 


Lalu Prasad’s sole contribution, as per Surendra Kishore, was his 
strong defense of Mandal Commission implementation by the 
VP Singh government. Lalu had stood up ruthlessly against pro- 
testors. This might have established Lalu Prasad as a leader but it 
sharpened the caste divide in India. Karpoori Thakur had also 
faced opposition for his reservation policy but he did not repress 
it. Karpoori’s non-aggression prevented any caste divide, on which 
Lalu worked on and thrived. 


Post-Independence, there had been provision of 14 per cent 
reservation for scheduled caste and 10 per cent for scheduled 
tribes. With growing expectation, Karpoori Thakur had sensed it 
was not enough. He came out with a formula of a sub-quota for 
the OBCs. As there were 128 EBCs in Bihar, he had decided to 
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divide it—12 per cent for EBC, eight per cent for OBC, three per 
cent each for women and general categories. The protest against it 
paved the way for setting up the Mandal Commission. Had 
Karpoori’s formula been accepted, Mandal Plus would not have 
taken place. As chief minister, he had also allowed arms license to 
dalits, who had to face oppression from upper castes. 


Karpoori Thakur’s other important decision was holding panchayat 
level elections. This made further dents into upper caste hegemony 
and social inequality at rural levels. Nitish Kumar perhaps took a 
leaf out of Karpoori’s book by not just holding regular panchayat 
polls since 2006, but giving 50 per cent reservation to women. 
Nitish also emulated Karpoori’s example of imposing prohibition. 


Thakur remained the focal point of Opposition politics till he 
lost the 1984 Lok Sabha polls, his first and last electoral loss. 
All his life, he had been wary of Yadav leaders. Lalu Prasad, who 
had become MP in 1977, did not like Thakur. It was a Yadav 
leader, Srinarayan Yadav who had prepared ground for Speaker 





Shivchandra Jha to remove Thakur as the Leader of Opposition 
in 1987. Several Yadav leaders, including Lalu Prasad, had left the 
Lok Dal (Karpoori) to join the Lok Dal (Charan Singh). 


While assessing his loss in 1984 Lok Sabha polls from Samastipur, 
Karpoori told a professor of Samastipur. ‘People call me the leader 
of OBCs. In your village, there is not a single household of upper 
caste. I also helped you become a professor. Then, how did I lose?’ 
(24) He was so hurt with the 1984 loss that he changed his 
Assembly from Samastipur to Sonbarsa and won despite tough 
resistance from the Congress in 1985. 


Manoj Kumar, a Sitamarhi resident in whose house Karpoori 
Thakur used to stay during the poll campaign, recalls, once a 
sweeper wanted to narrate his problems to Thakur, who first 
made the sweeper sit on a chair. He listened to his complaint, got 
an application drafted and eventually his work was done. (25) 
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Once, there was an intelligence input regarding a threat to 
Karpoori’s life from Nepal Maoists. But Thakur refused to take a 
police escort. When the police escort still followed him, he stopped 
his car and returned them. Later, he said: ‘We are some 10-12 
people going to a worker's place to eat. If policemen would have 
accompanied us, our host would have to bear extra burden.’ (26) 


The stories of Karpoori Thakur’s wit and repartee and human side 
seem a part of Bihar’s folklore and at times, unbelievable. On one 
occasion when Karpoori Thakur was going to catch a steamer 
from his Patna home for Samastipur at 3 am on a biting cold 
January morning, he saw a man huddling his son to his chest. He 
gave his blanket to the man. 


A bureaucrat recalls an incident from the Emergency days, when 
a politician had entered the first class compartment of a train. 
Soon after, police came searching the train. Sensing the police 
coming, the shabbily dressed politician hid himself under the seat. 
When the police asked the travelling bureaucrat in the compartment 
if any kurta-clad man was in this compartment, the officer, who 
could barely understand Hindi, said ‘No’. Two years later, that 
politician became the chief minister of Bihar. During the formal 
introduction of bureaucrats, Karpoori Thakur stopped before the 
South Indian officer and asked him, ‘How are you? The other 
officers were surprised at the special attention given to this officer, 
who recalled the incident on the train. 


Then Bihar CM, Chandrashekhar Singh had visited Thakur’s 
Pitaunjhia village to pay his respects to Karpoori’s father who 
died in 1987. Karpoori Thakur, who had shaved off his head, 
was wearing a cap. Chandrashekhar said in jest: ‘Thakurji, 
you are looking like a real Congressman in this Gandhi cap.’ 
Known for wit and repartee, Thakur said: ‘I am definitely a 
Congressman of pre-Independence era but today’s Congress is 
not real.’ (27) 
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His son Ram Nath Thakur has a confession to make. ‘I should not 
have dismantled my thatched house. It is an affront to my father’s 
memory. Second, I should not have taken to politics, for my father 
never approved of dynastic politics.’ (28) His Pitaunjhia house is 
now converted into a memorial. A bust of Thakur wearing his 
trademark thick glasses has been put up at the entrance. Leaders 
gather on his birth anniversary. Ram Nath Thakur has opened 
a college named after his mother. He has also constructed a 
community hall in the village, linked to pucca roads. 


In his capacity as Rajya Sabha MP, Ram Nath Thakur has been 
allotted a deluxe flat at Swarn Jayanti Sadan in New Delhi. 
Ram Nath lives at the flat with his wife Asha Rani. His three 
daughters are married. Umakant Rai from Phulparas, Madhubani, 
is his personal assistant. Rai has been associated with the family 
ever since Karpoori Thakur had won the 1977 Assembly bypoll 
from Phulparas, after becoming chief minister. Thakur was an 
MP when he became CM. It was Devendra Prasad Yadav who 
vacated his seat, so that Thakur could become an MLA to be able 
to remain chief minister. 


Ram Nath Thakur, who had started accompanying his father on 
his travels since 1965, recalls how his father gave him his first 
lesson in being self-independent. ‘I had written my Class 10 board 
examination. Like every adolescent, I wanted to take a good 
break. My father was then deputy chief minister in Mahamaya 
Prasad Sinha government. Those days, there was no bridge over 
the Ganga near my Samastipur home. I had taken a boat to reach 
Patna. My father had been away. He came to Patna the next 
morning and asked me to go back home and assist my grandfather 
in agriculture. I felt very bad. I was the son of a deputy CM but 
was not allowed any luxury. I came back to Pitaunjhia and helped 
my grandfather grow pumpkin over four katha land (about 5,300 
sq ft). It was a profitable venture, my first earning. This was my 
father’s way of telling me that what I do is important and not what 
my father does.’ 
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Sometime in 1972, Ram Nath had taken his mother Phuleshwari 
Devi in a car borrowed by someone from his father, after she had 
complained of stomach ache. Karpoori Thakur did not approve of 
it and had frowned at his son. 


Ram Nath Thakur recounts a unique habit of his father—of 
seeking money as a blessing from his parents after his election 
nomination, as his father had recounted to him. In 1952, after 
filing nomination at Tajpur, Karpoori would often walk down 
nine km till Pitaunjhia to seek the blessings of his parents, who 
gave him one anna or two anna. In one such instance, Karpoori 
Thakur’s father Gokul Thakur did not give him anything. When 
he became chief minister, he introduced old age pension, just to 
ensure that every father carries some money and safeguards his 
self-respect. 


Ram Nath says, his father could not stand allegation of corruption. 
In 1969, one Mahendra Sharma, in an open meeting at Chaksalem 
village under Patauri block, in the presence of JP, had made a 
nine-point allegation against Karpoori Thakur, including that of 
accumulation of property. Karpoori had been quiet while the 
charges were being levelled. When JP said that Karpoori should 
answer, he said: ‘I never addressed my brother-in-law as saala, 
nor would joke with my bahnoi (sister's husband). I am ready to 
appoint Mahendra Sharma as judge to deal with the allegations. 
I will accept his verdict.’ (29) 


Karpoori always wanted that his sons take up government jobs 
and support the family. He had written a letter to Ram Nath 
Thakur when he was studying at Patna Science College and staying 
at a lodge in Daryapur. 


In 1988, an Ayurveda doctor had got him to drink a solution of 
salt that could have made his blood pressure shoot up, causing the 
fatal heart attack that Karpoori had suffered. It was 17 February. 
He was to go to his friend Kapildeo Singh for breakfast. It was 
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then MLC Dhanik Lal Mandal who called Singh to break the sad 
news. Kapildeo Singh rushed to the Patna Medical College and 
Hospital with his son Dr Arjun Singh. The doctors had declared 
Karpoori dead. He was lying on a stretcher as if sleeping. No 
family member was around him for a while. All gathered within 
an hour and the usurper of Karpoori’s legacy, Lalu Prasad, rushed 
to shed some crocodile tears. 


There is a conspiracy theory around Thakur’s death. Several 
leaders, requesting anonymity, have said that the Ayurveda sadhu 
had been sent by a rival leader, to aggravate Karpoori’s blood 
pressure. Ram Nath Thakur says: ‘It is true that the Ayurveda 
doctor gave him salt solutions. I am not sure of conspiracy, but 
some people do talk about it.’ (30) But one can understand why 
Ram Nath Thakur did not muster the courage to take any action 
on the conspiracy behind his father’s death. One, his political 
ambition of becoming a legislator was soon fulfilled. No probe 
into Thakur’s death was ever ordered, as no one demanded it. 


The son of a former minister who was in Karpoori Thakur’s 
cabinet, recounts an incident from 1992 when two very powerful 
leaders of Bihar had come, along with a senior Socialist leader, 
to see his ailing father at a Patna hospital. ‘On the way back in a 
hospital lift, one of the two powerful leaders said, “That augarh 
(the Ayurveda doctor who had reportedly given extra salt solution 
to Karpoori Thakur) had come. He has some political expectations”. 
The two leaders did not react, probably because of my presence.’ 


The evening before Thakur’s death, Ganga Prasad, then Navbharat 
Times correspondent of Patna, had been debating and arguing 
with the Lok Dal leader about how his party had been talking big 
but had done little to raise the party opposite the mighty Congress. 
Ganga Prasad also reminded Thakur how he, as CM, had hushed 
up a case in 1977 when a Dalit girl had gone missing after a Rajput 
boy had married her. Social activist Indumati Kelkar had been 
present but the police later succeeded in getting the Rajput to 
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retract that she had officiated at the marriage. Thakur assured 
Prasad that his party would get back to taking up all key issues 
and put aside his phone, saying they would talk the next day. 
Ganga Prasad never imagined that this was his last conversation 
with the charismatic Karpoori Thakur. Thakur had been upset 
with his two sons, Ram Nath and Birendra. His blood pressure 
had been erratic for sometime. 


As the news spread through radio, people from several parts of 
Bihar, especially from Bhagalpur, Munger, Samastipur. Darbhanga 
and Muzaffarpur started reaching Patna by whatever means 
of transport they could access. ‘All had been walking towards 
Baans Ghat where the cremation of Thakur was scheduled. An old 
woman, who was being prevented from proceeding towards the 
ghat by a senior police officer, slapped him, saying, “mera beta mar 
gaya hai aur tum mujhko rok rahe ho (Karpoori, like my son, is dead 
and you are stopping me)?” The stunned, yet calm, police officer 
told the woman, he was not stopping her but ensuring she does 
not fall because of overcrowding’, recalls Ganga Prasad. (31) 
George Fernandes had said after his death: ‘It is truth that there is 
no hope of getting another Karpoori Thakur, at least not in life 
times of those who are suffering at losing you.’ (32) 


Years later, Asha Rani’s eyes got moist recalling Karpoori Thakur. 
Rani (no more now) said, all womenfolk would be in the kitchen 
most of the time to feed the chain of guests. She recalled how 
Karpoori Thakur liked makki ki roti with chana saag and how small 
fish had been his favourite dish. Asha Rani recalls: ‘My daughter 
Namita Kumari or Pammi would ask 10 paise from her grandfather. 
She would never accept 71 or 2. She would give 10 paise coins to 
her grandmother.’ 


Ram Nath Thakur adds that the strong human side of his father 
would always come with some philosophy. Once a handicapped 
boy from his village came to CM Karpoori’s house and asked for 
%5. When Karpoori gave him, his wife Phuleshwari Devi stopped 
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him saying, the boy was very abusive and would create nuisance 
in front of their house. Karpoori gave him 720 more and asked 
him not to use foul language. After the boy left, Karpoori told his 
wife, ‘When someone comes to you, it means you are lucky’. 


Karpoori Thakur, who seldom believed in fate, fell to astrology 
once. Former MP Ramjivan Singh recalls an instance of Karpoori 
wearing a ring. ‘I said, if you have to bind something, it should be 
mind, not body. Karpooriji took out his ring and never wore any 
ring in his life.’ (33) 


Ashok Kumar Pandey, who was principal at JKP College, Karpoori 
Gram, recalls, once a Samastipur subdivisional officer, who was 
from Manipur, wished to see the house of Karpoori Thakur. When 
he showed the officer a thatched house at Pitaunjhia (now Karpoori 
Gram), he was in tears. Karpoori Thakur had once told me, if a 
public servant adds even a single brick to his house, it should be 
explained. 


Prem Kumar Mani remembers the last public speech Karpoori 
Thakur made from a Nishad (EBC boatmen’s community) forum 
in Patna, when he talked about history of social change and dwelt 
at length on Nehru and Ambedkar, much like a professor or a 
historian than a politician. ‘He brought in Mahabharta’s example 
of Ekalavya (who was also a Nishad) to ask—what if Dronacharya 
had preferred Ekalavya to Arjun and had not asked his thumb in 
gurudakshina? Thakur said the course of Mahabharta could have 
been different. He wondered why Eklavya was not accepted by 
Dronacharya when Karna was accepted by a mean person like 
Duryodhana. The acceptance of Ekalavya could have portrayed 
Dronocharya in much brighter light’, Karpoori Thakur felt. (34) 


Karpoori Thakur’s last speech in Bihar Legislative Assembly in 
1987 tells us how he stood for the common man and the harassed, 
all his life. Speaking during an adjournment motion, he took up 
custodial torture of one Dineshwar Raut by the Mohanpur police 
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station (Deoghar) inspector Herma Lal Singh, who had allegedly 
kept Raut in police custody for 27 hours without food and had 
tied his hands and legs and hung him upside down. *...Julm ka 
nanga naach karega to nyay kaise hoga (if there is such naked dance 
of atrocity, how will one get justice?)’ 


The eclipse of socialism in Bihar started with Karpoori Thakur’s 
death. He was not an ideologue like Narendra Dev, Ram Manohar 
Lohia or Jayaprakash Narayan but he was the one who worked 
on the ground to empower people and felt the pulse of the people. 
He was perhaps not fully understood when he was alive. Some 
people become more relevant when they are not around. Karpoori 
Thakur had got to rule, rather serve, Bihar for just about two-and- 
a-half years as CM in two tenures and for another six months 
‘as deputy CM in 1967 but his work—right from school fee 
waiver to reservation for students, to holding panchayat polls all 
have had a far-reaching impact. Mandal Commission was nothing 
but a reiteration of what Thakur had already done during his 
administration. And that Mandal movement, which owed its 
seeds to Karpoori Thakur, changed the contours of Indian politics 
and produced leaders like VP Singh at the national level and 
Lalu Prasad and Nitish Kumar in Bihar. 


If some semblance of socialism is left in Bihar politics, it is because 
Nitish Kumar, who coincidently had prepared Karpoori’s reservation 
formula draft, has implemented 20 per cent reservation for EBCs at 
panchayat levels, 50 per cent reservation to women at the panchayat 
level and 35 per cent quota for them in government jobs, actually 
taking Karpoori’s legacy forward. 


Socialist leader Umesh Prasad Singh, however, notes, Karpoori, 
despite all his greatness, did have his feet of clay and thought and 
behaved like a manipulating politician. Singh recalls how, during 
the 1971 Assembly polls, Karpoori had got him to write some 
40 postcards to different political leaders saying how some were 
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not given tickets because of Ramanand Tiwary and blamed other 
leaders in other cases. ‘I wondered why he had done this. Karpoori 
had been behaving like a pragmatic politician, who did carry 
an element of shrewdness besides astuteness’, says Singh. (35) 
Former Jansatta correspondent Ganga Prasad concurrs: ‘He was 
power hungry. Towards the end of his life, he had been thinking 
of ways to scuttle Lalu, who he found frivolous and had asked him 
not to visit his residence.’ (36) 


But then, these are human aberrations. 


Litterateur and former Bihar Assembly Speaker Jabir Hussain 
writes these immortal lines for the subaltern hero: 


Woh jo aadmi bheed se ghira hai, 
Bahuton ki nazar me sirfira hai... 
Woh jo aadmi bheed se ghira hai, Parmatma nahi, 
Bheed ki aatma hai. 


(The man who is surrounded by crowds is a wayward mind to 
many. The man who is surrounded by the crowd is not God but 
the soul of the crowd.) (37) 


THE UNSUNG 
SOCIALISTS 


Ramanand Tiwary and 
Kapildeo Singh 





He had missed out on the chance of becoming chief minister in 1969, 
after being elected as the SSP legislature party leader... why? 


Why did a dying Ramanand Tiwary turn his back on best friend 
Karpoori? 


You have formed wrong opinions about people of Bihar. You look 
prejudiced. How can you call Bihar officers thieves? 


THE SCENE UNFOLDS sometime in October 1966. Ram Manohar 
Lohia had settled in an Ara railway station retiring room, after 
attending a rally at Ramna Maidan. Leading Samyukta Socialist Party 
(SSP) leader, Ramanand Tiwary, who had presided over the successful 
meeting, comes to meet his leader before leaving for Patna. 


Tiwary: Dagdar Saheb (he could not pronounce doctor), 
| do not quite agree with your ‘special opportunity 
principles’ for backwards and scheduled castes. 
Though | come from an upper caste Brahmin family, 
| lived a life of utter poverty. | was called ‘Paani Pande 
(water seller)’ for serving water to passengers at the 
railway station during my teens. 
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Lohia: Do you have any friend from the OBC caste group 
in the village? 


Tiwary: Yes, many of them. We play together, wear the 
same kind of loincloths. 


Lohia: When you go out, how do people of OBC and 
scheduled caste respond to you? 


Tiwary: They say ‘pranam, baua (our respect to you, 
boy). 


Lohia: And what do you say in response? 
Tiwary: | say ‘ay, jay’ 

Lohia: Name your one OBC friend. 
Tiwary: Budhram 


Lohia: When Budhram comes to your place, does he sit 
on your bed or chair? 


Tiwary: No. He keeps standing. 
Lohia: And do you go to his house? 


Tiwary: Yes, at times. He makes me sit on his bed and 
his entire family treats me with great respect. 


Lohia: Do you play Holi with them? 


Tiwary: Yes. But when OBCs come to our place, they are 
respectful and refrain from singing sleazy Holi songs. 


Lohia: What happens when upper caste people go to 
the house of Budhram? 


Tiwary: They sing ‘Holri, holri, Budhrama ke maai Ki... 
(expletive), 
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At this, Lohia’s face turns red, and he shivers in anger. After he 
calms down, he tells Tiwary that it is social acceptability and 
parity that is important in life. But it has to begin with economic 
parity, which can be achieved only through special opportunity 
to these sections. 


The young Tiwary, already a prominent Socialist leader from 
Bihar, learnt a great lesson from the Socialist icon, Lohia. Tiwary’s 
understanding of ‘special opportunity’, later ‘reservation’, became 
clear forever. Tiwary, a Praja Socialist Party leader till 1964, had 
come to know Lohia better only after the PSP and Lohia’s Socialist 
Party merged to become the SSP in 1964. This conversation is 
recounted by Lohia’s Bihar associate and Socialist leader Umesh 
Prasad Singh, who was present at the meeting. (1) 


While Karpoori Thakur dominated Socialist politics in Bihar 
from early 1960s till his death in 1988, Ramanand Tiwary and 
Kapildeo Singh, the former a friend-cum-challenger and the latter 
a friend-cum-intellectual support to Karpoori, remained almost 
unsung. But both these leaders remained the bulwark of Karpoori 
Thakur’s politics. Both of them supported, supplemented and 
also criticised Karpoori, whenever needed. Tiwary missed two 
opportunities to become CM, once because of Karpoori’s guile. 
Kapildeo Singh, who had an outside chance after the fall of the 
Karpoori government, in 1977, was not considered for the top job 
because his friend Karpoori did not want his upper caste friend 
to rise to that level. 


Ramanand Tiwary was the son of Nathun Tiwary of Ramdihra 
village of Bhojpur, who drove a bullock cart for a living. 
Ramanand’s father had died when he was young and a fellow 
villager, who worked as a postmaster in Ara, took the teenager to 
work at his place. One day, the postmaster brought two dhotis, 
one for his son and another for Ramanand. The son took offence, 
saying how could both—the son of the master of the house and 
the servant—have the same quality of dhoti? Ramanand was hurt 
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and left the job. He took a job of offering water to passengers at 
Buxar railway station. In later years, he moved to Calcutta where 
his maternal uncle worked as a hawker and helped him. His 
interest in politics started growing with exposure to free 
newspapers. He would read The Statesman and Swantantra with 
keen interest. He later got the job of a police constable. But he 
could not shed his interest in politics—he would wear a uniform 
on duty and khadi off duty, much to the dislike and later scrutiny, 
of the British administration. 


In 1932, he joined Gandhiji’s movement against untouchability in 
Giridih by taking to cleaning drainage and later eating with 
scavengers. He was suspended from eating at the police mess. 
In 1942, when he was posted at Jamshedpur, he took part in a 
protest march of the Quit India Movement in his police uniform. 
He was arrested and sent to Hazaribagh jail where he was kept in 
a separate cell. JP, who was also in Hazaribagh jail, had managed 
to flee the jail. 


His son and former MP, Shivanand Tiwary recounts what his 
father once told him: ‘JP somehow learnt that the leader of the 
policemen was in the same jail. There was a well, half of which 
was inside the jail premises and half was used by outsiders. JP 
went near the well. Though he could not see anyone standing on 
the other side of the well, he sent a message, calling Ramanand 
Tiwary out. When Ramanand came to the well, JP introduced 
himself, with a wall between them. JP asked why Tiwary had 
landed up in jail? My father said, “for making the country 
independent”. “What will you do after India gets freedom?”, JP 
asked. Tiwary had provided a reply that had satisfied JP. This was 
my father’s first lesson in socialism. JP made him a Socialist.’ (2) 


In 1946 when Srikrishna Singh was prime minister of Bihar, there 
was a revolt by the Gaya police amidst discussions on partition. 
The administration announced a reward for Ramanand Tiwary. 
During a function, the police saw Tiwary at the Gandhi Maidan 
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and chased him through narrow lanes. He jumped outside from a 
pucca house roof and fled. 


Gandhi, who was returning from Noakhali, came to Patna and 
wanted to meet Ramanand Tiwary, the leader of the policemen 
who had been on strike. There had been heavy police deployment 
in anticipation of Tiwary meeting Gandhi. Tiwary, who used to 
sport a thick moustache, trimmed it and dressed shabbily and 
mingled with the crowd and managed to reach where Gandhi was 
staying. Gandhi asked him to surrender. Ramanand surrendered 
and was sentenced to seven years of jail term. 


Shivanand Tiwary says: ‘I had no memory of my father till I was 
about 10 years old. Just before the 1952 elections, there were 
sudden activities in my village. The word spread that my father 
had been released and was coming home. Almost the entire 
village went to receive him. I was also in the crowd. When he 
came to the village amidst slogan-shouting, a relative showed me 
my father. Just imagine the mental condition of a child who sees 
his father when he is 10.’ (3) 


In 1952, Ramanand Tiwary became MLA from Shahpur and 
represented the constituency four times until 1972. He became 
home minister in charge of the police in 1967 in the Mahamaya 
Prasad Singh government. ‘The Socialist movement in 1965 
was a major landmark before the Congress lost power for the 
first time in 1967. Lohia was arrested in the 1965 movement. 
My father, Chandrashekhar and other Socialist leaders were 
arrested. Karpoori suffered a fracture. I had embraced my father 
to save him from police beating. But my father asked me to flee’, 
says Shivanand, sitting under a towering portrait of his father at 
his Shekhpura Mod apartments in Patna. 


The PSP had merged with the Socialist Party to become the SSP 
in 1964. Karpoori Thakur had been upset with the overbearing 
attitude of PSP leaders Suraj Narayan Singh and Basavan Singh, 
revolutionary Socialists, who claimed to be influenced by the 
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ideology of Chandrashekhar Azad. The Suraj-Basavan duo had 
dominated PSP politics and did not like the growth of Ramanand 
Tiwary and Karpoori Thakur. Basavan Singh seldom missed any 
opportunity to humiliate Karpoori, whom he envied for winning 
elections since 1962. Karpoori would sulk but would try to avoid 
him. Basavan was a firebrand speaker who had taken part in the 
freedom movement and shared dais with the likes of JP. Suraj 
Narayan Singh was also closely associated with Mahatma Gandhi. 


Senior journalist Surendra Kishore says, ‘Karpoori Thakur had 
made up his mind in early 1960s to leave the PSP and take to the 
Congress because of Suraj and Basavan’s bullying. It was Ramanand 
Tiwary who held Thakur in a warm embrace and dissuaded him 
from leaving’. (4) After Suraj and Basavan decided to stay back 
with the PSP and Ramanand and Karpoori went to the SSP, Suraj 
and Basavan slowly became less important, along with another 
tall leader Bhupendra Narayan Singh. As the SSP emerged as the 
bigger force, the PSP was cut to size and the Ramanand-Karpoori 
era formally began in 1964. 


Their relationship soured after Tiwary missed the chance of 
becoming chief minister in 1969, although he was elected as the 
SSP’s legislature party leader. Soon, MLC Indra Kumar issued a 
statement demanding that the SSP must not take help from the 
Jana Sangh in forming a government. Tiwary agreed. Only later 
did he learn that Karpoori Thakur had been working behind the 
scene to stop Ramanand from being CM, and to remain the prime 
claimant for the CM position as he had served as deputy CM. 
When Karpoori took support of the Jana Sangh after the fall of the 
Daroga Prasad Rai government, Tiwary knew how he had missed 
his date with history to become Bihar’s CM. 


For the 1969 mid-term Assembly poll, Samyukta Vidhayak Dal 
was formed with SSP (having 52 MLAs), Congress (O), Jana Sangh 
and Swantantra Party. SVD chose senior SSP leader Ramanand 
Tiwary as its leader. Senior SSP leaders Surendra Mohan and 


The Unsung Socialists | 83 


SM Joshi came to Patna and it became clear that the SSP was not 
in favour of taking the support of the Jana Sangh to form the 
government in Bihar. Karpoori Thakur agreed. However, this 
reservation against Jana Sangh was not easily explained as the 
SSP had already worked with the Jana Sangh in the Mahamaya 
government. 


Ramanand Tiwary, in a letter to Karpoori Thakur on 31 July 1972, 
says it all: 


. you would recall that the SSP's Sonepur convention 
discussed the possibility of forming the Samyukta 
Vidhayak Dal government. | was elected SVD leader 
with a proposal of making me chief minister, but you 
had held that we should not form government with 
reactionary Congress (O) and Swatantra Party and 
communal Jana Sangh. When SSP later met at Varanasi, 
there had been pressure on me to form government 
with these parties, | voted against it with you... After the 
fall of the Daroga Prasad Rai government in December 
1970, when there was again the question of formation 
of aSVD government, you met me in the Vidhan Sabha 
lobby and said, since a faction of the SSP had joined 
SVD, its character has changed. You had asked me to 
accept the post of chief minister but | had argued, how 
just three persons joining could change the character 
of reactionary parties, Congress (O), Swantantra Party and 
Jana Sangh? You somehow convinced me to become 
CM, which | had earlier rejected. | was again chosen 
the SVD leader. (Then) Raj Narain and some central 
leaders came to Patna and asked you to become the 
SVD leader and CM, which you accepted. | was asked 
to resign as SVD leader, which | did out of respect for 
you with all my heart. | quit the desire for becoming 
CM for the second time... (5) 
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Tiwary had morally scored over Karpoori. Their relationship had 
never been the same again. Karpoori was again taken as a ‘power- 
hungry leader’, when he came back to Bihar to become CM after 
the Janata Party victory in 1977. It was a time when both Karpoori 
Thakur and Ramanand Tiwary were MPs. Though Ramanand 
Tiwary did not try to throw in his hat in the ring, Karpoori lapped 
up the chance while the Bihar Janata Party president again lost out 
in the race to Karpoori Thakur, during voting. 


Dr Arjun Singh, noted Patna orthopaedician and son of Kapildeo 
Singh, gives us the full version: 


Election was being held at a building near Sadakat 
Ashram and both contestants had to stay out of the 
venue. My father was made election in-charge of 
Karpoori Thakur's candidature. There had been a 
gathering of supporters of all parties. Election for the 
post was being held in a very charged atmosphere. 
But things had not become on the lines of ‘forward 
and backward’) which happened after Lalu Prasad 
came to power. Karpoori Thakur had the support of over 
40 per cent upper caste leaders. Leaders like Vinod 
Narayan Singh, Tripurari Singh, Thakur Ramapati Singh, 
Shivnandan Jha, Rambahadur Singh and Rajendra 
Narayan Sharma. Satyendra Narayan Sinha had 
support from Dalit leaders but fellow Rajput leaders 
were divided. Karpoori Thakur won by 28 votes. The 
administration became active after Thakur was elected. 
DM of Patna Vijay Shankar Dubey, who later went on 
to become chief secretary, came looking for the CM 
designate. | told the DM, | can guide him to Karpooriji's 
location behind the Patna museum. It was the tattered 
house of a Buxar MLA, Pranab Mukherjee. But what 
| saw stunned me—Karpoori Thakur was sleeping ona 
wooden plank raised over piles of brick. He was snoring. 
| shook him awake from sleep and said, ‘uncle, you have 
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won. You should give me something’. He searched in 
the pockets of his kurta but could find only a two-rupee 
note. That was the best gift | got. That was the simplicity 
of the man. He was the most suitable person to lead 
Bihar of that time. (6) 


Ramanand Tiwary, however, was not impressed. His relationship 
with Karpoori had soured. Tiwary had argued that an MP 
becoming CM was against Lohia’s idea. He wondered how the 
same Karpoori, who had lampooned BP Mandal for having done 
so by becoming a minister in the State government when Mandal 
was an MP, could do it himself. 


Much before their frosty relationship, Tiwary and Karpoori had 
floated together, when Socialists were again down in the dumps 
with the Congress coming back to power in 1972.Tiwary, though 
not a very well-read person, revived publication of the Janta 
Saptahik tabloid, started by JP. Surendra Kishore was a major 
contributor for a salary of 200. Tiwary also kept a cow and sold 
milk to fellow MLAs to support himself. Tiwary could also not 
compromise with his Socialist commitments. During the Bhoodan 
by the Socialists (taking away excess land above the ceiling from 
landlords to give it to the bataidars or share croppers), he had 
begun to plough the field of one landlord of Champaran with the 
help of a labourer named Rogi Mahto. The landlord’s goons had 
beaten Tiwary and Rogi so badly that Tiwary had to be hospitalised 
for over two months and Rogi Mahto had succumbed to his 
injuries. When Bir Singh, a Champaran leader, came to Ramanand 
with a proposal from the landlord to reconcile in the Chanpatia 
case, Ramanand was in tears and said, ‘Bir, I cannot compromise 
over the dead body of Rogi Mahto’. (7) 


Ramanand Tiwary had to protest against the Karpoori Thakur 
government when the Bhojpur administration negated his 
allegation that a person from his area had died in the floods. 
Tiwary sat on dharna in Ara against the district administration. 
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It took the Central Janata Party leadership to intervene. The 
Bhojpur district magistrate had to be transferred. Tiwary resented 
his friend Karpoori’s apathy as long as he lived. It was amply 
reflected in his behaviour during the last days of Tiwary’s life. 


Shivanand Tiwary says, ‘when my father was suffering from 
cancer, Karpoori had lost power and spent most of his time in 
Delhi. He visited my father daily, sipped tea and tried to engage 
my father in talks. After a while, my father would turn his back 
and pretend to sleep’. 


‘My father perhaps never forgave Karpoori’, says Shivanand 
Tiwary, who otherwise called them ‘Ram and Lakshman’ in their 
early days. Shivanand also recalls how, during a visit to JP’s 
Sitab Diara village in the 1960s, the two friends would take a 
bath in the Saryu river, and would splash water on each other. 
When Ramanand Tiwary would force Karpoori to take a dip in the 
water, Karpoori would joke, ‘dekhiye Tiwaryji, duba mat dijiyega 
(please ensure you do not drown me)’. (8) 


Kapildeo Singh: Compatriot, Critic and 
Karpoori’s Alter Ego 


There was an emergency committee meeting with Union minister 
Jagjivan Ram on 8 July 1966 in New Delhi. 


Bihar’s food and processing minister and Barahiya MLA Kapildeo 
Singh had been discussing the State’s drought situation with 
Jagjivan Ram, who did not look convinced enough to help Bihar. 
Ram said, the Centre’s help would not reach the needy and 
there was a chance it would be siphoned off by the corrupt in the 
system. Kapildeo Singh rose from his chair and told the senior 
Dalit leader from Bihar: ‘You have formed a wrong opinion about 
the people of Bihar. You look prejudiced. How can you call Bihar 
officers thieves? Can you cite any example?’ Jagjivan Ram had 
never expected a minister from a State to react to him with such 
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aggression and confidence. Ram raised his voice and said, ‘Biharis 
are thieves’. This provoked a verbal duel between Jagjivan Ram 
and Kapildeo Singh. After the spat, Kapildeo Singh said: ‘Forgive 
me Jagjivan Babu, people are saying that you have swindled 
crores of rupees in the Canadian engines deal. Aren’t you the one 
who called me last week to favour a corrupt stockist, whose 
license was cancelled by our government? Will you teach us a 
lesson in honesty?’ 


The entire hall was stunned to silence. Jagjivan Ram was speechless. 
Meanwhile, PM Indira Gandhi had entered the venue and had got 
to know about the exchange of words between the two Biharis. She 





later invited Kapildeo Singh for tea and agreed that a government 
cannot function with distrust. (9) 


This was the moral authority of Kapildeo Singh, known as a 
no-nonsense man. He was like a pronounced silhouette and alter 
ego of Karpoori Thakur. He seldom challenged Karpoori and yet 
Karpoori felt challenged. Kapildeo Singh, to many, came off as a 
hot-headed man but those who knew him personally would recall 
him as a warm and straightforward person. Telling it to one’s face 
was his problem. He had once ticked off senior Socialist colleague 
Madhu Limaye that he was too obsessed with self-praise. 


Kapildeo Singh was another Socialist leader, along with Ramanand 
Tiwary, who came from the same poor background despite being 
an upper caste member. Kapildeo Singh’s father Ram Lakhan 
Singh had 32 bighas' of land, which he ended up selling due to his 
addiction to opium and some scheming villagers. Kapildeo started 
off as a landless man. 


He took part in the Quit India Movement when he was studying 
in Class X. He was deeply influenced by the Indian Republican 


i. An Indian land measure. 
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Army" and had walked from Barahiya to Barbigha (in Munger 
then) to take part in the protest against the British. 


‘He was arrested and kept in jail. People had the impression that 
he was dead. My mother Tara Devi’s vermillion on her head was 
washed away to declare her a widow. After a few days, my father 
sent a message through a policeman from Munger jail that he was 
alive’, recalls son Dr Arjun Singh. (10) 


Kapildeo was a Class 10 student when Barahiya police framed him 
for keeping a pistol. He was being harassed for three days in a 
police station. When Munger’s district magistrate Lalan Singh saw 
a young boy in police lock-up, he had been very angry with the 
police station in-charge for not producing the child before 
the court. Kapildeo was shifted to Munger jail, where the DM 
would visit him every week with newspapers and journals. 
When Lalan Singh was transferred, he transferred Kapildeo to 
Bhagalpur jail to ensure he is not tortured. Later, Kapildeo took 
part in the 1942 Quit India Movement and was imprisoned for 
one year and subsequently for six months. He also took part in the 
peace march after communal riots in Bihar, in the company of 
Mahatma Gandhi." He later led the Piparia Kisan Andolan and 
had been instrumental in taking away over 900 bighas of land 
from landlords and getting it distributed among marginal farmers. 


Times changed and Kapildeo Singh became an MLA in 1957. He 
remembered his saviour Lalan Singh, posted at the State secretariat. 
‘Can I touch your feet?’ asked Kapildeo, of Lalan Singh, who was 
overwhelmed to see the Munger boy’s rise in politics. Lalan Singh, 
father of the famous TV news reader of the 1990s Komal GB 


ii. The Indian Republican Army was a short-lived revolutionary army that 
was created by Surya Sen and the Anushilan Samiti organisation in 1930. 
The army was created with the goal of liberating the city of Chittagong from 
British rule. 


iii. The Hindu Muslim riots of 1946. 
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Singh, said: ‘Not in this office.’ Later Kapildeo Singh went to 
LP Singh’s Delhi home and did touch his feet in gratitude. 


Kapildeo Singh was arrested in August 1965 for raising his 
voice against Congress misrule and was put in the Bankipore jail 
where Ramanand Tiwary and Karpoori were also lodged. They 
were badly bruised in the police lathi-charge. Kapildeo Singh has 
recalled in his diary how Ram Manohar Lohia had caught the 
fancy of people by giving a fiery speech at Barahiya in February 
1966. Lohia addressed a big gathering in Barahiya. After the 
speech, Lohia was invited to lunch at Kapildeo Singh’s house. 
Singh’s mother and sister-in-law were serving food in half veils. 
After eating one chapati, Lohia told Kapildeo: ‘I cannot eat at your 
place as I do not like the veil system.’ At this, Kapildeo’s mother 
Gayawati Devi intervened, saying: ‘Lohiaji, this is my house and it 
follows my rules.’ Lohia did not argue further and was impressed 
with the counterpoint by the elderly woman. 


‘In October 1966, JP formed a core relief committee and gave me 
some key responsibilities. On the way back home, I kept thinking 
of JP and thought a person does not become great for nothing’, 
Kapildeo Singh wrote in his diary. 


After the formation of the SVD government under Mahamaya Prasad 
Sinha in 1967, Karpoori somehow held it against Ramanand and 
Kapildeo for not supporting him for CM post. While Ramanand 
Tiwary was inducted into the ministry, Kapildeo was not. Hundreds 
of people had come to Patna anticipating, Kapildeo Singh would 
become minister. ‘CPI leader Sunil Mukhopadhyay came to my 
house and insisted on him attending the swearing-in ceremony. 
With heavy heart, my father left for the venue. He was later offered 
the Speaker’s post which he refused, saying he was too young to 
become Speaker’, recalls Dr Arjun Singh. (11) 


Lohia came to know about Singh’s non-inclusion in the cabinet. 
He sent Madhu Limaye to Patna. Srikrishna Singh (from Jamui) 
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and Kapildeo had to be made ministers now. Kapildeo ensured 
Madhu Limaye stayed put at Patna till they were sworn in as 
ministers. Kapildeo Singh was given charge of the food portfolio. 
Bihar was still reeling under drought. Kapildeo Singh sought JP’s 
assistance as JP had been then heading the Bihar Bhoodan Yagna 
Committee. They decided to open ‘Saste roti ki dookan (shops for 
cheap bread)’ at each important Patna location. Volunteers would 
bake rotis at their homes and sell at a very nominal price of 
10 flatbreads for 25 paise. These distribution centres attracted 
huge crowds and elicited a good response. 


Kapildeo Singh, who could not write his Class 10 exams because 
of his participation in the freedom movement, had decided to 
educate himself through intense self-study. While he studied all 
available literature on socialism, a 100-volume Gandhi Vangmay 
was his prized possession at his library. He had great fascination 
for reading World Bank, IMF and RBI reports and had specialised 
in finance and budgeting. Besides, he read almost all religious 
texts. Once, he was invited to speak on the ‘food crisis’ as a Bihar 
minister at Benares Hindu University. After his speech, an old 
man in dhoti asked him how Singh carried so much knowledge 
in his young mind. The man was the famous Hindi litterateur 
Acharya Hazari Prasad Dwivedi. A humbled Singh said: ‘I have 
done nothing in comparison to what you did for Hindi literature, 
despite coming from a very humble background.’ On another 
occasion in the 1980s, when Singh was invited to speak on 
‘corruption in public life’, he started his speech by saying that 
Yaksha would have added a sixth question for the present 
condition: ‘How can one remain honest in a corrupt system?’ 


Kapildeo Singh also asserted Bihar government’s position at the 
Centre. After his meeting with then Union finance minister Morarji 


iv. Reference is to the Mahabharata stories, where Yaksha, a supernatural 
being, asks 5 questions of King Yudhishtira, when the Pandavas encounter him 
in the forest. 
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Desai, Singh said, ‘if anyone dies of hunger in Bihar, the Centre 
alone will be held responsible for it’. When he faced criticism for 
his attack on the Centre, Singh said the Constitution and federalism 
were for ‘living people, not for the dead’. 


Singh was hard put to convince the State chief secretary to 
declare a state of famine. Karpoori Thakur led the charge as deputy 
CM. Arguments followed between the chief secretary and the 
deputy CM and Kapildeo Singh. Deputy chairman of the Planning 
Commission, Ashok Mehta then suggested that Karpoori and 
Kapildeo base their arguments on the book, Famines in India. The 
next day, Karpoori spoke at length in the cabinet in favour of 
declaring a state of famine. Finally, the chief secretary rose from 
his chair, clapping and said, ‘such healthy debate between 
politicians and bureaucrats’ should live on. 


Karpoori Thakur did have a soft corner for OBC bureaucrats. 
When R Lal was appointed DGP, he wanted Kapildeo Singh to 
defend the appointment. Karpoori sought suggestion from Singh 
on the appointment of the chief secretary. Kapildeo Singh suggested 
the name of PS Appu, who had worked as the chief secretary for 
eight months and later became the director of the IAS Academy. 
When an IAS probationer faced molestation charges, he had 
recommended the termination of the probationer. Indira Gandhi, 
under pressure from some Bihar politicians, wanted to save the 
boy’s job. Appu put his foot down and chose to resign rather than 
take the PM’s order. 


Karpoori and Kapildeo shared a relationship of mutual trust and 
respect. Once, before the 1971 elections, Thakur called Singh 
and gave him a tin box. Singh took it to his house. It had 770 lakh 
in cash received as a donation. Next day, Karpoori went to Singh’s 
house to collect it, sure that it would be safe. 


Karpoori’s simplicity was folklore. Though he had already served 
as deputy CM and CM, Karpoori had to visit Barahiya before the 
1972 polls. Kapildeo sent his domestic help to the railway station, 
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instructing him to get a rickshaw for the former CM. When Thakur 
came, he saw the domestic help had a bicycle. He refused to take 
a rickshaw and asked the boy to drive the cycle while he sat on the 
cycle’s front bar. 


Before any election, Karpoori would bring his list of upper caste 
Bhumihar-dominated villages in Samastipur and Singh would give 
him the Barahiya list of EBC villages. This was before computers 
came into use in the country. When some Bhumihars asked why 
they should vote for Karpoori, Singh would say, ‘if Karpoori is not 
around, Yadavs could beat the Bhumihars’. 


Karpoori was the moderate casteist, who seldom played up OBC 
politics; he had his coterie of backward leaders to counter upper 
caste rivals within his party like Kapildeo Singh. 


‘Before Ram Sundar Das became CM, some SSP leaders had 
suggested Kapildeo’s name for CM. Karpoori had said, “Srikrishna 
Singh, an upper caste Bhumihar, had been CM for 17 years. If you 
choose Kapildeo Bhai (also a Bhumihar), he might rule for 34 years”, 
says Arjun Singh, adding Karpoori could not accept his dearest 
friend in the CM’s chair even though it was an outside chance. 


Karpoori Thakur had once told a bureaucrat in a private conversation 
that he had been waiting for only Muslim votes to shift, so that 
he could do without upper castes. But publicly, he had never been 
antagonistic towards upper castes. The divide sharpened only after 
Lalu’s arrival. 


After Karpoori became CM again in 1977, seven people, including 
four Dalits, were killed in Barahiya in police firing after a public- 
police clash over a sodomy case. Karpoori went to visit the site 
after a few days. Public anger was still high. Despite security, the 
public roughed up the CM and tore his kurta. ‘He came to our 
house in the same clothes but did not say anything about the 
public roughing him up. My father was upset and wanted to go 
to Barahiya. Karpoori advised him against going, saying “mujhe to 
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maar khane ki aadat hai, par aap mat jaaiye (I am used to being 
beaten up, you do not go).” The CM set up a judicial inquiry and 
ordered compensation of ¥5 lakh to the family of each victim. (12) 


The two friends, Karpoori and Kapildeo shared a great personal 
bond. Karpoori would go to inspect his fields and would visit his 
Pitaunjhia home once in 10-15 days. When Karpoori’s daughter 
Renu had to get married, Kapildeo went to Pitaunjhia and talked 
to his wife with a curtain between them. ‘Rakshwa ghar ayl ochhelo? 
Gehna jevar ki intejam chhay Renu ke vyah khatir? (When did the 
demon come home last? What are the arrangements for the jewels 
to be given to Renu?).’ Karpoori’s wife said that Thakur had not 
come home for days and there was no money in the house to buy 
any ornaments. Kapildeo returned to Baraihya and asked donations 
from traders and bought gold and silver jewellery for Renu. (13) 


During the marriage ceremony of Kapildeo Singh’s son Arjun 
Singh at Bhagalpur in 1971, Karpoori Thakur’s entire cabinet 
attended the wedding. Just to be politically correct, Karpoori 
held cabinet meetings at Bhagalpur. Police minister Ramanand 
Tiwary carried out inspection of police stations on his way to 
Bhagalpur to attend Arjun Singh’s wedding. 


Kapildeo shared a very warm relationship with George Fernandes, 
whose letter from jail ahead of the 1977 Lok Sabha polls is a 
testimony to the deep trust he reposed in the man from Barahiya. 
On 10 February 1977, George wrote to Singh from Tihar jail: ‘The 
coming poll (of 1977) is at the doorstep. Almost all Socialist 
friends and legislators including Ramanand Tiwary and Karpoori 
Thakur have jumped into the poll fray. But I can understand your 
opting out of the contest—you may have an image of George in 
fetters. You may have thought of the faces of my wife and son. For 
others, it must be just an election but for me, it is an opportunity 
to escape the gallows. If dictatorial rule in Delhi comes back to 
power, my hanging is certain. Muzaffarpur election can be fought 
only under your leadership, which is robust and brimming with 
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confidence... I do not think anyone else can take up this task, 
I will always remain indebted to you.’ (14) 


Singh had once turned a saviour for George. Kapildeo had once 
saved George from arrest when police were looking for George 
Fernandes in the Baroda dynamite case. George had come to 
Barahiya and decided to hold a meeting in some sugarcane fields, 
to decide the next step. The police came to know about it and 
surrounded the sugarcane fields. Kapildeo Singh came out of 
the field and told the police that George had come but had left the 
place. The SP was convinced. But George was very much hidden 
in the thick sugarcane fields spread over three-four kilometers. 


Choudhary Charan Singh’s dislike for Karpoori Thakur was 
reflected in a letter dated 22 September 1979, when Kapildeo 
Singh was made Bihar State president of the Lok Dal. Charan Singh 
wrote: ‘...the charge of Bihar Lok Dal have long been under friends 
like Karpoori Thakur, who has his own likes and dislikes. I have 
chosen you for this job with full confidence and you will mould 
the party in a way that it can set rules for giving direction to North 
Indian politics....’ (15) 


Kapildeo Singh’s association with Mulayam Singh Yadav in his 
subsequent years is well known. As Samajwadi Janata Party chief, 
Chandrashekhar had insisted on making Amita Modi alias 
Amita Singh, Rajya Sabha MP. His protege Mulayam Singh Yadav, 
who had been emerging as an independent leader of UP, did not 
see any point in making Amita RS MP. Yadav already had some 
differences with Chandrashekhar. He decided to set up his own 
party—the Samajwadi Party. MSY, however, used to be in awe 
of Ajit Singh, son of former PM Charan Singh. Kapildeo Singh 
became principal general secretary of the party and Janeshwar 
Mishra and Beni Prasad Verma secretaries of the Samajwadi Party. 


Dr Arjun Singh says, his father was not keen on his sons taking to 
politics. Lalu Prasad sent his emissary Abdul Bari Siddiqui before 
the 2005 February polls, to offer a ticket to Arjun Singh, which he 
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politely refused.. Kapildeo’s Kankerbagh house hosted the likes of 
George Fernandes, Mulayam Singh Yadav, Ramakrishna Hegde, 
SM Joshi. Chandrashekhar and Karpoori Thakur between 1967 
and 1990. 


The heavens fell on Kapildeo, when his friend for four decades 
Karpoori died on 17 February 1988. “We were two bodies but one 
soul. We had such a long association. We shared happiness and 
sorrow and fought without any complaint. We had started together 
in an attempt to make a society of equals, but he went ahead 
of me. Even in death, he stole a march over me. My words are 
soaked in tears and I am choked with emotion...’, Kapildeo Singh 
wrote in his notebook on 19 February 1988. (16) Singh, who was 
among the founding members of the Samajwadi Party, remained 
its principal general secretary till his death in 2002. 


His library at his Kankerbagh house shows a glimpse of the man, 
who was a self-educated man and one who had read from Kafka 
to Gandhi, Ramdhari Singh Dinkar to Acharya Chatursen Shastri 
and the one who had got praise from Acharya Hazari Prasad 
Dwivedi for his oratorial skill. So many people have credited 
Kapildeo for leading Karpoori Thakur to more intense reading. 
The two friends were voracious readers but Kapildeo would never 
lend a book to Thakur, who had a habit of not returning books. 
The silent library tells a thousand stories—ones of great friendship, 
struggle, roses and thorns but a life well-lived and celebrated. His 
grandson, Goldie (better known as Harish Singh, a Patna high 
court lawyer), whom he loved so much, feels so proud to pose for 
photographs in the library against the backdrop of Kapildeo 
Singh’s portrait. ‘Goldie, tum duble ho gaye ho (Goldie, you have 
become thin)’, the doting grandfather used to say and for Goldie, 
his voice continues to reverberate in this library. 


TOTAL REVOLUTION 


JP's Movement and Making 
of Lalu and Nitish 





How little do you know or understand me.... 


Suni rahua sab, agar hum apna gaon me kaam kara deb, dosar gaon 
ke log ka kahi del... 


He called Chandrashekhar and asked, Babusaheb kya ho raha hai? 
Kuchh kijiye nahi to VP Singh ka aadmi CM ban jaayega (What’s all this 
happening? If you do not do anything, VP Singh’s man will become CM). 


THE GEOGRAPHICAL SETTING of Jayaprakash Narayan’s 
paternal village, Sitab Diara, is no less cumbersome than his life. 
The village is divided among three districts of Bhojpur and Saran 
of Bihar and Balia of UP. JP’s paternal house in Lala Tola was cut 
away by the Saryu river on the Bihar side and later, his family 
raised new houses on their agricultural land falling in Balia. The 
village is in between the Ganga and Saryu (also known as 
the Ghaghara) rivers and often faces floods. It had no connectivity 
by road to the nearest towns of Ara and Chhapra until late 2011. 
One had to cross the rivers to reach these towns. As there was 
no electricity, people would use dhibri (earthen lamp) using castor 
oil. It used to be placed on an iron tripod for proper visibility. 
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During winters, students would very often doze off, the dhibri 
would fall on beds and there would be burn injuries. Old timers 
in the village recall cries of patients being taken to the nearest 
Rivilganj hospital in Chhapra. 


Sitab Diara, like several Bihar villages, saw its journey from 
bullock carts to tyre carts to cars and jeeps many decades after 
Independence. Though it was 1942 Movement hero JP’s village, it 
was still not a privileged village. And idealistic JP never sought any 
favour for his village. Journalist Harivansh Narayan Singh recalls: 
‘As JP would visit the village very often, I have a very fond memory 
of him. When he strolled on the bank of the Ganga with fellow 
villagers, I, as a child, would also join his walk and talk.’ (1) 


Jagdish Singh, better known as Jagdish Babu from Nayatola, 
Sonepur, had been his close associate. Jagdish Babu was a true 
Gandhian and remained loyal to JP throughout. Saryu Bhai, a 
Communist from Chhapra who had spent jail terms with the 
Marxist leader, and the indologist Rahul Sankrityayan, would 
look after JP’s farms at the village. When JP visited the village, 
Saryu Bhai would write some slogans such as ‘shoshakon ka raaj hai 
(there is rule of the exploiters )’ and ‘aapke aas paas saare log sahi 
nahi hai (everyone around you may not be the right person)’ on 
white paper, and place it under JP’s gaze. 


Harivansh recalls how, during one such visit to the village in 
1968, villagers asked JP why he had not been doing anything to 
build roads to the village. After the villagers finished, JP said in 
Bhojpuri: ‘Suni rahua sab, agar hum apna gaon me kaam kara deb, 
dosar gaon ke log ka kahi del (Listen all of you, what would people 
of other villages think if I get my village roads?).’ He would say 
there are about six lakh villages in the country and no single 
village should be favoured. JP had given a similar answer when 
Sitab Diara villagers requested JP to put the village under either 
Balia, Bhojpur or Saran in order to be included in one revenue 
district. JP said there had been similar problems with several such 
riverine villages. 
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While JP did nothing to improve his village infrastructure, he 
conducted a Gandhi Smriti fair here since 1949, to create awareness 
on Gandhi on 12 February every year. His ardent follower 
Chandrashekhar, who later became PM, would visit Sitab Diara 
without fail on this date. It was Chandrashekhar who had got a 
telephone connection in the village in 1972 because JP had started 
living in the village. JP had also started writing his autobiography 
but his wife’s illness made him leave the village. 


In 1969, JP was unhappy with Indira’s conduct in the presidential 
election. JP wrote to her: ‘I did not like your conduct at the time 
of presidential election though I am aware that at that time, it was 
politically a question of life and death for you.’ (2) Indira Gandhi 
replied: ‘How little do you know or understand me. I have never 
bothered about politics or any other destiny for myself. At that 
time, the question was not of my future but that of the Congress 
Party and therefore of the country.’ (3) 


JP had a sense of restlessness after the death of Lohia in 1967. He 
had seen the vacuum in the Socialist Movement and was pained 
to see it in disarray in Bihar and other parts of the country. He 
had been out of politics for long and was not a stakeholder. But 
he looked worried. It was not a coincidence that JP took up the 
leadership of the Bihar students’ movement—after it had turned 
violent when over 50,000 students had gheraoed the Bihar Vidhan 
Sabha on 18 March 1974. There had been restlessness in JP since 
1971. The students’ movement just provided the trigger for JP 
to lead the movement, now famously renamed as ‘JP Movement’. 
In fact, there had been a build-up for a year and a quarter. 


In 1972, JP had travelled to the Mushahari village’ in Muzaffarpur, 
invited by a Sarvodaya volunteer. The village was under Naxal 
control. He had interacted with the Naxals and wrote a small 


i. Avillage of mousetrappers who ate rats. Mushahari is an officially designated 
community. It is also a block in Muzaffarpur district. 
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book, Face to Face. The basic difference between JP and Lohia was 
that while JP was suave, Lohia was a rebel. Lohia would at times 
make personal remarks on JP getting emotional easily and living a 
refined life with his immaculate dress sense. 


Lalu Prasad 


Four young political activists ruled the Patna University in the 
early 1970s. Lalu Prasad was the Patna University Students Union 
president from the Samajwadi Yuvajan Sabha, the youth wing of the 
Samkukta Socialist Party (SSP). The PUSU general secretary was 
Sushil Kumar Modi and assistant secretary was Ravi Shankar Prasad, 
both from the Akhil Bharatiya Vidyarthi Parishad (a BJP affiliate). 
Nitish Kumar represented the Bihar College of Engineering. 


Ram Bahadur Rai, now president of the Indira Gandhi National 
Centre for Arts and leading journalist, was then Bihar AVBP 
in-charge. He had been active in students’ politics in BHU too. In 
1973, Akhil Bharatiya Vidyarthi Parishad had held a State-level 
meeting in Dhanbad in which Youth Congress (O) president 
Bashistha Narayan Singh had come as an observer. Lalu was 
not invited. The students’ movement had taken a formal shape 
when there had been several State-level student meetings. Over 
500 students had taken part in the 17-18 February 1974 meeting. 
A Chhatra Sammelan Sangharsh Samiti and an 1 1-member Chhatra 
Sammelan Sangharsh Sanchalan Samiti were formed in the ABVP 
meeting. The Sanchalan Samiti had Lalu Prasad, Sushil Kumar 
Modi, Ravi Shankar Prasad, Bhavesh Chandra Prasad, Ram Bahadur 
Rai, Mithilesh Kumar Singh, Akhtar Hussain, Vikram Kuwar and 
two others. 


Ram Bahadur Rai provides a little backgrounder to his previous 
association with JP, before he coordinated with JP during the 1974 
Movement. During a three-day international seminar on ‘Youth 
in revolt’ at the Gandhi Vidyapeeth Sangathan in Benares in 1968, 
Rai had had the opportunity to live with JP for three days. “What 
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left a lasting imprint on my mind was his call to youths during 
1971. He had at the time taken up the cause of East Pakistan 
against the Pakistan Army’s oppression. He had internationally 
taken up the cause of the Bangladesh Mukti Vahini. After the 
meeting, I stayed back because I wanted to meet JP. He looked at 
Prabhabatiji and said he would see me the next day’, recalls Rai. (4) 


In 1971 itself, JP had called a meeting at Hardanhalli, in which he 
had called Ramnath Goenka and BG Verghese. This is where 
he decided to take out an English magazine, Everyman’s and its 
Hindi version, Prajaniti, to express his restlessness. Sachchidanand 
Hiranand Vatsyayan Agyeya had to walk on sands, after crossing 
the river to meet JP at Sitab Diara to discuss the magazine set-up 
with JP. 


By 1972, there had been some restlessness in JP about the 
prevailing economic and political situation in the country and 
Indira Gandhi’s hegemony. Though JP had turned down Nehru’s 
offer of a cabinet berth and never hankered after any position, 
Indira Gandhi had the impression that JP resented her being PM 
and somehow nursed the dream of becoming PM, which was not 
correct. Had it been true, JP would have become PM after the 
1977 Janata Party win, because the entire election was fought in 
his name and he had no match. 


While speaking at BHU in 1972, JP’s mike had stopped working. 
Students clapped. An upset JP said: ‘My mike has gone wrong and 
you are clapping. Is this the technology institute its founder 
Mahamanya Madan Mohan Malviya had dreamt of? Is not it a matter 
of shame that after all these years of the country’s Independence, 
we are not able to make even a mike?’ (5) 


JP, who was a 1942 Movement hero, had started becoming 
irrelevant around that time. The same evening, he went to the 
boys’ hostel at BHU and was heard by barely 25 students. When 
the same person delivered a speech at the BHU gate at the peak 
of the student movement in 1974 end, JP had drawn a crowd of 
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more than one lakh. The same Vice Chancellor, KL Srimali (who 
was also JP’s friend), who had invited JP in 1972, had not given 
him permission to speak to the students in 1974 because of 
pressure from Delhi. 


JP had also written a column in The Indian Express, talking of how 
Gujarat had shown the way. This was after the Gujarat Assembly 
was dissolved after a students’ movement. 


JP wrote to Indira Gandhi on 24 April 1973, in response to her 
letter on 15 April 1973, after demise of Prabhabati Devi: 


Dear Indiraji, 


Thank you for your expression of sympathy and your 
kind words about Prabha. They have given me solace 
and once again | thank you. 


Nobody, not even doctors looking after her, could have 
said until the morning of 14th April that her end was so 
near... She meant so much to me and she filled such 
a large part of me and my life that it does not seem 
possible that | can live without her. | know that as long as 
there is life and strength in me, | must keep on working 
in the service of my country and the world, that is what 
she would have wanted me to do. But that will be just 
performance of duty, without heart, zest or joy. (6) 


The two leaders seemed to get into some serious discussions in 
May 1973. JP wrote to Indira Gandhi on 27 June 1973: 


Dear Indiraji, 


| thank you for taking the trouble of replying to my 
statement on fundamental rights and the appointment 
of the chief justice of India. | have no desire to enter 
into an argument with you. Indeed, the several points 
you have raised in your letter have all been very 
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competently discussed in the Press by some of the 
best constitution lawyers and writers in the country. 
Important party leaders have also dealt with them in 
Parliament and outside. However, as far as my statement 
is concerned, the points raised in your letter have little 
relevance. | have not said anything against change, 
nor have | pleaded for rights to property because 
| do not consider these to be fundamental in the same 
sense as the rights to freedom of expression and 
association. In fact, | would be happy if property rights 
were separated from fundamental rights, though the 
values and norms of democracy would still require that 
the powers of the executives to interfere with property 
even in the public interest, be appropriately regulated 
by law... (7) 


Electoral reforms with focus on cutting down expenses during 
elections, had been at the top of his mind. He had been also 
sensing Indira’s dictatorial attitude, following the 1971 war victory 
and creation of Bangladesh. 


On 7 September 1973, JP wrote in Everyman’s, ‘Clean Elections: 
Not with dirty money’: 


Collection of party funds, especially for elections, is 
perhaps the largest source of political and other fields 
of corruption. One hears of fantastic amounts running 
into tens of crores collected by certain ministers of 
the union cabinet and placed at the disposal of the 
Prime Minister. These amounts are not entered into 
the Congress party's open account books, nor are 
ever audited: no one knows, except for a very few, 
how much is collected, what part of it is pocketed by 
the ministers concerned, nor how the money is spent. 
These funds are mainly used for Parliamentary and 
State elections, at which the dependable supporters 
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of the leadership, particularly of those among it, 
whether at the Centre or in the States, who happen 
to have command over the vast funds, are specially 
favoured... (8) 


JP congratulated students on dissolution of the Gujarat Assembly 
on 16 March 1974: 


Any sensible government that did not suffer so much 
from a sense of false prestige would have acted 
much earlier because there never was any doubt 
that the people of Gujarat, by and large, were behind 
the Assembly dissolution demand. | do not think the 
prime minister or her government has added anything 
creditable to the sad record of their management of 
the country's affairs... (9) 


JP’s own account of 18 March 1974 is so telling: 


Anyone with the least sensitivity and patriotism who 
was in Patna on 18th March and knew something of 
what was happening could have found it difficult to 
withhold his tears. Even as | scribble these lines (having 
exhausted myself yesterday, | am observing silence 
this morning) tears are welling up. Not only had the 
Searchlight, that beacon of the freedom movement, 
been destroyed, but much else. It is Bihar's very soul 
that is torn and bleeding to death. | wonder if Bihar will 
be allowed to be destroyed. After the anguished and 
eloquent editorial and statement of Sri Dinanath Jha 
and Sri SK Rao (editor, Searchlight) published in this 
morning's /ndian Nation, there was no need for anything 
more to be said. The facts published tell their own 
eloquent stories of shame and tragedy. Nevertheless, 
| find myself unable to suppress my anguish. In any 
democratic country, after such a monumental failure of 
administration as Patna witnessed on Monday last, the 
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government would have resigned. But in this country, 
we are past masters in covering up things and making 
alibi and scapegoats. But it is the time that we correct 
direction. From all accounts, Mr Abdul Ghafoor’ is an 
honourable man with no excessive fondness for office. 
In that case, my friendly advice to him, in his own 
and the State's interest, is that he should resign, 
whatever the high command may say... (10) 


Once JP had taken charge of the Bihar student’s movement, he 
started launching frontal attacks against Indira Gandhi's dictatorial 
policies. JP had been very upset at Indira Gandhi's personal attack 
on him, questioning his integrity and honesty. JP wrote: 


It does not seem dignified to comment on the kinds 
of remarks Indira seems to have made about me in 
Bhubaneshwar. Yet, my silence might be misconstrued 
in some quarters. My humble submission to Indiraji 
is not to presume to teach me and other Sarvodaya 
workers, where our duty lies and not to use her proven 
skill in trying to drive a wedge between me and Vinobaji 
and thus, split the Sarvodaya movement. There is 
complete understanding between me and Vinobaji 
and each of us knows the limits of our agreement and 
disagreement. While there is a vast area of agreement 
between us, there is a tiny area of disagreement as 
of difference in approach to certain problems. There 
is absolutely no difference in matters of principle. 
Anyway, it is not for Indiraji but Vinobaji himself and the 
Sarv Seva Sangh to guide the Sarvodaya movement. 
As for Indiraji's remark about those taking money from 
the rich having no right to talk about corruption, | must 
say that she is descending to a plane to which | cannot 


ii. Chief Minister of Bihar in 1974. 
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lower myself. In my article titled ‘To the detractors 
(Everyman's October 13 1973)’, | have frankly explained 
how | have maintained myself all these years. | have 
nothing further to add, except that no whole-time social 
worker who has no independent source of income 
can live without the help of personal friends who have 
the necessary means. (JP Papers, NMML, reply to Indira 
Gandhi's remarks at a public meeting at Bhubaneshwar 
on 1 April 1974). (11) 


JP also amply clarified several times in the course of the Bihar 
movement that he had no desire to accept office. He wanted to tell 
Indira Gandhi that it was not him versus her for the battle of the 
Delhi crown. On 11 April 1974, he wrote: ‘... party and power... 
politicians also seem to be incapable of understanding that there 
is politics of a larger and broader meaning than the “politics of 
party” and power. No citizen of modern societies can opt out 
of such politics because even his daily bread has become a political 
issue. This is not the first time that I am drawing this distinction 
between politics as broadly understood and power and “party 
politics”. The very day in 1954 when I announced my withdrawal 
for the rest of my life from party and power politics, I had made it 
clear that I shall continue to take an active part in the political life 
of the nation. I have no intention of discontinuing this.’ JP Papers, 
NMML, statement to the Press, 11 April 1974.) 


While giving his Total Revolution call from the Gandhi Maidan 
on 5 June 1974 against Indira Gandhi’s authoritarian rule, JP 
had ironically also invoked Jawaharlal Nehru to drive home his 
points: ‘I am not going to use angry language. But what I am 
going to say will contain the ideas of a revolutionary. It will not be 
easy to act upon them. You will have to make sacrifices, undergo 
sufferings, face lathis and bullets, fill up jails. Properties will be 
attached. Friends, this is a revolution, a total revolution. This is 
not a movement, not merely for the dissolution of the Assembly. 
We have to go far, very far. In the words of Jawaharlal Nehru, the 
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people have still to travel many long miles to achieve that freedom 
for which thousands of the country’s youths made sacrifices, for 
which Sardar Bhagat Singh and his comrades, revolutionaries of 
Bengal, of Maharashtra, of the whole country were shot dead or 
were hanged to death. Millions of countrymen filled the jails again 
and again to attain freedom, but after 27 years of that freedom, 
the people are groaning. Hunger, soaring prices and corruption 
stalks everywhere. The people are being crushed under all sorts 
of injustice. Educational institutions are corrupt. Thousands of 
youths face a bleak future. Unemployment goes on increasing. 
The poor get less and less work. Land ceiling laws are passed 
but the number of landless people is increasing. Small farmers 
have lost their lands.’ (12) 


Former PM Chandrashekhar, being close to JP, knew the ins and 
outs of JP’s failed meetings with Indira and had explained Indira’s 
thought process to JP. Chandrashekhar wrote in Young India: 
JP is not fighting for political power, cannot be defeated by 
deploying state power.’ Chandrashekhar went to see JP while 
he was recovering from prostate surgery done at Vellore. On his 
return to Delhi, Chandrashekhar met Indira Gandhi and asked if 
she was interested in meeting JP. She agreed. When he met JP 
with her message, JP complained that Indira had accused him of 
taking money from industrialists. 


Indira Gandhi sent a letter to JP, enquiring about his health. Home 
minister Umashanker Dikshit also issued a statement saying that 
JP is a great national leader and nobody can doubt his integrity. 
JP had expected Indira Gandhi to retract rather than making Dikshit 
issue a statement. JP returned to Patna to resume charge of the 
students’ movement. ‘In the midst of growing mistrust between 
JP and Indira Gandhi, Chandrashekhar invited JP for a tea 
party at his home in Delhi along with twenty-five other people.’ 
Chandrashekhar later recalled that the machinations to organise 
a meeting between JP and Indira Gandhi had all the elements of 
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durbari (courtier) culture of the Congress party—palace intrigues, 
conspiracies, subterfuge and sabotage. (13) 


A nervous Indira Gandhi sent some Congress leaders to approach 
JP, who had been in Gaya. JP was flown to Delhi for the JP-Indira 
meeting. The meeting was fixed for 1 November. JP had arrived in 
Delhi without informing Chandrashekhar, who later learnt that 
JP was asked not to discuss his upcoming meeting with Indira 
Gandhi. When JP wondered why Chandrashekhar was kept out of 
it, Chandrashekhar reacted after reading the draft proposal. It was 
Dinesh Singh and Shyam Nandan Mishra who had delivered the 
draft to JP. Chandrashekhar explained to JP that Indira Gandhi 
merely wanted to publicise the fact that she had been trying 
to resolve the differences with JP, while she had no intention of 
honouring the agreement. ‘If Chandrashekhar would have been 
part of these mediations, he would have insisted that the Prime 
Minister be held accountable to uphold the agreement.’ (14) 


The account of JP’s failed 1 November 1974 meeting with Indira 
Gandhi does not show as much rancor as several authors of 
‘Emergency’ books have portrayed it to be. What better source 
than to read the words of JP himself: 


| met the Prime Minister this morning. The interview 
lasted gO minutes and Sri Jagjivan Ram, minister for 
food and irrigation, joined us in the last half an hour. She 
expressed her natural anxiety over the Bihar movement 
and its possible escalation to different States. | explained 
to her the various issues involved, like inflation, electoral 
reforms, corruption, particularly political, educational 
reconstruction, in addition to dismissal of the Ghafoor 
Ministry and dissolution of Bihar Assembly. | also drew 
her attention to the extremely critical situation in the 
country and impressed upon her the need to take urgent 
measures to remedy the situation if the confidence of 
the people in the democratic institutions or processes 
is to be continued... (15) 
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Journalist Coomi Kapoor adds, Indira Gandhi had offered a 
‘compromise formula’ that included withdrawing the proposed 
4 November Bihar march under JP’s leadership. JP refused to 
withdraw the march. Instead he handed over to Indira letters 
written by Kamla Nehru, her mother, to Prabhabati Devi. ‘Kamala’s 
letters to Prabhabati to whom she had become very close, revealed 
her innermost thoughts. She wrote of her deep sense of loneliness 
because of her husband’s frequent absences and in her feeling of 
isolation in in-laws’ home.’ (16) 


Coomi Kapoor quotes Jayakar, to illustrate Indira Gandhi’s 
defence of her decision to impose Emergency. She had told her 
friend Pupul Jayakar: ‘You do not know the gravity of what was 
happening. You do not know the plots against me. Jayaprakash 
and Morarji Bhai always hated me. They were determined to see 
that I was destroyed and government functioning paralysed. How 
could I permit this?’ (17) 


Sushil Kumar Modi, Shivanand Tiwary and Ram Bahadur Rai, 
who were active participants of the movement, recount how 
4 November 1974 provided that iconic revolutionary image of JP, 
covering his head with a white drape, to fend off a police lathi 
striking. JP wrote: 


On 4 November 1974, the historic Patna march was 
organised under my leadership. The Central Reserve 
Police showered tear gas shells and lathis on the 
marchers, injuring hundreds of them. | myself was hit 
by a lathi of the police. If Shri Nanaji Deshmukh and 
Shri Ali Haider and other friends (including some 
jawans of the Bihar police posted for my safety) had not 
tried to save me, by exposing themselves to the lathi 
blows of the Central police force, | would have been 
killed or at least grievously injured. All this happened 
at the instance of the Central government, for the Bihar 
government could not have done so on its own. (18) 
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One thing that is held against JP during the course of the Total 
Revolution movement is JP’s coming to terms with the RSS and 
the Bharatiya Jana Sangh. It was diametrically opposite a position 
he had taken soon after Independence against the Sangh. He used 
to loathe its hardcore nationalistic ideology. But working together 
with leaders like Nanaji Deshmukh, who had fended for JP during 
the police lathicharge in Patna during the 1974 Movement, had 
perhaps melted his heart. 


Socialist leader and parliamentarian Sharad Yadav recalls: ‘There 
had been restlessness in the Socialist camps, also among a section 
of the Congress, when we learnt that JP was going to attend a RSS 
camp. I requested him twice. He got irritated the second time and 
put me aside with his stick, to express his anger.’ 


Yadav says, JP’s acceptance of BJS ended its untouchability and the 
long-lasting stigma of the RSS being the killer of Mahatma Gandhi 
(21 December 2019). 


However, there still exists a question mark over JP’s acceptance 
of the Sangh as he had once been a fierce critic. JP wrote in an 
article in his early days in politics: ‘Ask those who are recruiting 
youths in RSS by talking about Hindu Rajya, if there was no Hindu 
Rajya earlier or even today. Nepal too had a kind king, what is its 
status?... a person who came to see me in Delhi asked if Hindu 
Rajya means Ram Rajya. I was told that a state formed on the 
concept of Ram Rajya cannot set fire to the houses ofits neighbours... 
Under RSS, poor, young students, some school- and college-going, 
small-time wagers and workers are being recruited. These helpless 
people do not know which forces are working behind the Sangh. 
Nota single king had worked for freedom of the country and rather 
played sycophant to the Britishers.’ (19) 


Senior BJP leader and Bihar deputy CM Sushil Kumar Modi says: 
‘It was surely a landmark event that JP had not only come to the 
Sangh camp but addressed them as well. It is true that it helped 
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the Sangh and later, the BJP to grow and get accepted by other 
parties. Our greater acceptance in Bihar was reflected in 1977 when 
our leader Kailashpati Mishra was number two minister to CM 
Karpoori Thakur. Later, even Lalu had taken our support to form the 
government in 1990. At the national level, we had supported 
the VP Singh government in 1989. We surely owe this to JP.’ (20) 


Ram Bahadur Rai says, when he came to work in Bihar, he had 
been in constant touch with JP. Senior Bihar leaders, who had 
been sceptical of the success of the students’ movement, however, 
did keep a close watch on student activists. Bharatiya Jana Sangh 
leaders Kailashpati Mishra and Thakur Prasad, Congress (O) 
leaders Satyendra Narayan Sinha and Digvijay Narayan Singh and 
SSP leaders Karpoori Thakur and Ramanand Tiwary would meet 
the student leaders to know the latest updates. Just before the 
18 March 1974 protest, Satyendra Narayan Sinha (who became 
chief minister in 1989) had told Rai that there would not be 
more than 7,000-8,000 students coming for the protest. But 
he was wrong. At the same time, he was concerned about the 
student leaders’ safety. 


JP was the one who had alerted Rai that police had been looking 
for him. He called JP’s secretary Sachchidanand Sinha, who 
excitedly said: ‘Where are you? JP has been asking for you since 
morning. At around 10 am, six people—Ram Bahadur Rai, 
Bhavesh Chandra Prasad, Shivanand Tiwary, Mithilesh Kumar 
Singh and two others, went to JP’s home at Charkha Samiti, 
Kadam Kuan. ‘JP, who had prostate problem, had been lying on 
his bed. By the side of his pillow was a sheet of paper with 10-12 
questions. After I narrated to him the details of the full incident, 
he asked who was responsible for the violence. I said, the police, 
the CPI and some Congress leaders. But I asked him to verify it 
before making any statement. He agreed’, recalls Rai adding that 
while leaving, the students requested JP to lead the movement. 
‘We told him he should make a statement in our favour if he found 
our version correct’, says Rai. (21) 
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On 24 April 1974, JP made his first statement on the incident 
blaming the police, the CPI and some Congress leaders for the 
violence. This marked JP’s formal entry in the movement. JP laid 
a pre-condition—that he would lead the movement only if there 
was no violence. On 8 April, JP led a silent protest march from 
August Kranti Maidan to come back to the ground. People had 
tied their hands at their backs to show their non-violent way of 
protest. Now, it really became a mass movement. PM Indira 
Gandhi had taken note of it. 


Parliamentarian Sharad Yadav recounts his conversation with JP 
on Indira. ‘JP said one does not know Indu. She is like a cat who 
can counter attack, if cornered.’ (22) Yadav adds, how right JP was 
in assessing Indira. 


JP gave his call for ‘Total Revolution’ invoking these lines from 
Ramdhari Singh Dinkar: 


Sadiyon ki thandhi bujhi raakh uthi, 
Mitti sone ka taaj pahankar ithlaati hai, 

Do raah, samay ke rath ka gharghar naad suno, 
Singhasan khali karo ki janta aati hai 
(Extinguished ashes of ages are smouldering, 
The soil preens, wearing its crown of gold, 
Listen to the sounds of the chariot of time, 
Vacate the chair, people are arriving.) (23) 


The poet had sung his paean for JP in 1942. 


... Senani, karo prayan Abhay, 
Bhaavi itihaas tumhara hai, 
Ye nakhat ama ke bujhte hain, 
Saara Aakash tumhara hai 
(Fighters, march without fear, 
Future’s history is yours. 
Stars of the night are ready to go off and the entire sky is yours.) 
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...Kehte hai usko Jayaprakash, 
Jo nahi maran se darta hai, 
Jwala ko bujhte dekh, kund mein, 
Swayam kud jo padta hai, 
Hai Jayaprakash woh jo naa kabhi, 
Simit rah sakta ghere mein, 
Apni mashaal jo jala, 
Bantaa firta jyoti andhere mein. 
Hai jo Jayaprakash woh jo ki, 
Pangu ka charan, mook ki bhasha hai 
(One who is called Jayaprakash is not afraid of death. 
When the flame falters, he is the one who offers himself as fuel. 
Jayaprakash is one who cannot be confined in a circle. 
He lights up like a torch 
and moves around in darkness. 
He is the limb of the handicapped 
and voice of the voiceless.) 


Bhuchaal, bawandar ke khwabon se, 
Bhari huyi tarunai ka, 
...Hai Jaiprakash woh naam jise, 
Itihaas samaadar deta hai, 
Badkar uske pad-chinhon ko, 
Ur par ankit kar leta hai... 
(This young one dreams of earthquakes and storms. 
Jayaprakash is a name that is revered by history. 
His footsteps are etched on its heart.) (Saamdheni, 1946) 


On 4 November 1974, he sought the resignation of the MLAs and 
dissolution of the Bihar Assembly. JP’s call divided all the parties. 
BJP leader Lal Muni Choubey supported JP but some also resented 
his call, saying the MPs should also resign. As the movement 
progressed, several dissenting MLAs also resigned. They were 
Karpoori Thakur, Ram Vilas Paswan, Ramanand Tiwary. They 
formed the Jan Sangharsh Samiti of Opposition leaders. 
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In the course of the student movement, JP had clearly talked about 
his differences with Sarvodaya leader Vinoba Bhave. ‘A common 
impression created during Emergency was that Vinobaji and I 
held widely different views on the questions of assessment of 
the current situation and finding a solution to it. In fact, on basic 
questions, we do not hold very different opinions and views. 
But we do differ in our approach, our modes of thinking. Vinobaji, 
as you know, is a saint and spiritual being. His approach to 
a question is spiritual and mine is social. This creates a lot of 
difference between our ways of working too and this difference 
leads to and has led to serious conflicts of opinions among our 
comrades.’ (24) 


When former President of India Pranab Mukherjee attended a RSS 
function in 2018, much to the chagrin of the Congress party, the 
RSS reminded the Congress that it was not for the first time that 
an important person had attended a RSS function—BR Ambedkar, 
Mahatma Gandhi and JP had attended such events at different 
times, in different contexts. 


‘A senior functionary of RSS Narendra Kumar said in a press release 
that “it’s his greatness that Pranab Mukherjee has accepted our 
invitation. This isn’t surprising for those who know and understand 
the Sangh, because the RSS has always invited prominent people 
of the society in its programmes. This time, we invited Dr Pranab 
Mukherjee. Mahatma Gandhi, former President Zakir Husain, 
activist Jayaprakash Narayan, Commander-in-Chief of the Indian 
Army, Kodandera M Cariappa and other noted personalities too 
had previously been guests at various RSS events. Former president 
Mukherjee’s acceptance to attend RSS event sends a message to 
the country that on vital issues there should be dialogue and 
adversaries are not enemies. Questions raised on RSS-Hindutva 
are being answered by his acceptance of the invitation. In 1963, 
3,000 Swayamsevaks in uniforms had participated in the R-Day 
Parade at the invitation of the then Prime Minister, Jawaharlal 
Nehru. Similarly, RSS functionaries had taken part in Rashtriya 
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Ekta Parishad meeting at the invitation of the then Prime Minister, 
Lal Bahadur Shastri during the 1965 Indo-Pak war.” (25) 


Just a few hours before Emergency was clamped, JP had roared in 
Delhi on 25 June 1975, warning people against Indira Gandhi's 
attempt to ‘establish a dictatorship’ in the country. After he was 
arrested and later taken to Chandigarh as a detainee at the AIIMS, 
a devastated JP wrote (Prison Diary, 21 July-4 November 1975): 
‘My world lies in shambles all around me. I am afraid I will not be 
able to see it put together again in my lifetime....’ (26) 


Historian Bipan Chandra, in his book, In The Name of Democracy: 
JP Movement, presents a serious critique of the movement and 
says it lacked serious sustainable vision. He writes: ‘How was the 
Total Revolution to be ushered in and who were to be its agents 
and instruments? JP had no faith in elections or the Parliament. 
Instead, he talked of the revolution being made by the people... of 
relying upon people’s power. In this broad elaboration of “Total 
Revolution”, striking is the absence of a broad profile or outline of 
an alternative social order or an alternative society and political 
structure. Given this, the concept remained at best a romantic 
notion or a matter of mere rhetoric. When JP did try to define the 
objectives of Total Revolution, it was in such general and vague 
terms such as “a change in the structure of society”, “a fight against 
the system”, “a way of life”, “a classless and casteless society”, 


9 t 


“a welfare state of the people”, “fulfilment of the people’s desires 


and needs”, “an all-round revolution, political, economic, social, 
educational, moral and cultural.” (27) 


It is true that JP’s ambivalence is reflected in his words. Yet, the 
uprising gave the much-needed fillip to the Socialist movement 
or social stream movement and eventually paved the way for 
ending Congress rule in Bihar when the first direct product of his 
movement, Lalu Prasad, went on to take reins of the State. The JP 
Movement can be compared with the Anna Hazare Movement 
of 2012 in that, it had a similar anti-corruption narrative along 
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with the demand for a Jan Lokpal bill. Anna had also tried to show 
the same moral authority to the then ruling dispensation, the 
Congress but could not sustain it. The dominant Opposition BJP, 
as a result, made the most of an anti-incumbency wave. 


While the JP Movement, despite being called ‘vague’, created Lalu 
Prasad and Nitish Kumar years after throwing Indira Gandhi out 
of power in 1977, the Anna movement created Arvind Kejriwal, 
who has been able to offer an alternative politics in Delhi. Karpoori 
Thakur’s emergence as a strong chief minister and the first 
successful experiment with a coalition Janata Party government 
was possible only because of the JP Movement. Its seeds remained 
fertile, though the Congress returned to power in 1980. Between 
1980 and 1990, the Congress again focussed on upper caste 
politics, ignoring the winds of social change. By the time of his 
second term, Lalu Prasad had made his success individualistic, 
but the JP Movement still has its reverberations, with perhaps the 
last of the Socialists, Nitish Kumar, continuing to keep the flag of 
socialism flying. 


Harivansh says, ideology has died now. ‘Now technology and 
finance rule politics and the world. Chandrashekhar would often 
say Gandhi ran only three big movements—the 1921 (non- 
cooperation), the 1930 (civil disobedience) and the 1942 (quit 
India)—but he travelled across the country to connect with people. 
Historian Sumit Sarkar has said that the Congress was a forum for 
submitting prayers and petitions to the English, till Gandhi arrived 
and changed it all. Gandhi’s ideology was so strong that it ended 
imperialism even in other countries.’ (28) 


JP is perhaps a classic and unique example in Indian political 
history who contextualised his ideology from time to time. From 
a trained Marxist, he became a Socialist via the Congress Socialist 
Party and later became the founding stone of the Socialist Party in 
1948, with Acharya Narendra Dev and Lohia. 


Total Revolution | 117 


‘The lives of the extraordinary father-son duo of Dharmanand 
Kosambi (1876-1947) and Damodar Dharmanand or DD Kosambi 
(1907-1966), both brilliant scholars and pioneers of entire fields 
of study, vividly illustrate the first great transformation of modern 
India, effected over the course of the 1950s and early 1960s, 
during three administrations under Jawaharlal Nehru.... Together 
and individually, the Kosambis also exemplify a confluence 
of intellectual streams that coloured the biographies of a large 
number of prominent Indians, men and women, in the first three 
quarters of the 20th century: Buddhism, Marxism, Gandhianism 
and Socialism. For reasons that remain culturally and sociologically 
under-studied and have as yet to get any sort of systematic treatment 
in the intellectual history of modern India, some blend of these 
ideological currents impacted a range of thinkers and leaders, 
from BR Ambedkar to Ram Manohar Lohia, Narendra Dev to Rahul 
Sankrityayana, Jayaprakash Narayan to Hazari Prasad Dwivedi, 
Vinoba Bhave to JB Kripalani.”" 


From being Socialist, JP became a Gandhian with Sarvodaya and 
Bhoodan. Later, he contextualised his ideology to become the 
herald of coalition politics by accepting the BJS. His camaraderie 
with Vajpayee and Advani, his friendship with Nanaji Deshmukh 
and as inspiration for a generation of Sangh Parivar leaders such 
as Sushil Kumar Modi, Venkaiah Naidu, Arun Jaitley and Ravi 
Shankar Prasad will be long remembered. Even hardcore Sangh 
workers are among his ardent admirers. 


Jagdish Babu had recounted to Harivansh how JP, who had 
been secretary general of the Congress Socialist Party from its 
inception till the CSP ceased to exist in 1948, would hold 15-day 
training camps. JP, who was a Marxist turned Socialist, had been 
instrumental in bringing people like EMS Namboodiripad to the 
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CSP. JP, who was a sharp critic of Vallabh Bhai Patel, had confessed 
in an article in the Bhavan’s Journal (started by KM Munshi) 
on how he had been so wrong in criticising Patel. Jagdish Babu, 
while speaking at the 50th anniversary of JP’s imprisonment in 
Hazaribagh Jail, recalled how he had slept on JP’s bed the night 
JP had fled the jail and later had to face torture for faking JP’s 
presence. 


JP was taken as an alternative to Nehru when the question of 
‘who after Nehru’ was asked. But JP was never drawn to power. He 
had once written that he could have become PM but becoming 
PM was not his criteria of being successful. He had written 
an article, ‘Incentive to Goodness’, laying thrust on character 
building. In fact, Nehru had once requested him to come back to 
politics. JP had given a list of 14 jobs to Nehru to fulfil as a pre- 
condition. Neither did Nehru revert on these demands, nor did JP 
follow them up. 


A little recall of JP’s early days is important to understand the 
man—freedom fighter, Marxist-socialist and charioteer of Total 
Revolution. After having completed his education abroad, he had 
returned to India in 1929. He somehow was not able to understand 
why the Communists in India had been at loggerheads with the 
Indian National Congress. Though himself a Marxist by training 
and education, he did accept Nehru’s call to join the INC and 
developed instant liking for him and would address him as 
‘Bhaisaheb’. JP played a key role in the freedom movement and 
faced incarceration during the Civil Disobedience Movement in 
1932. It was during his jail term in Nasik jail that he met Ram 
Manohar Lohia, Ashok Mehta, Minoo Masani, Achyut Patwardhan 
and CK Narayanswami and others. ‘This contact influenced him 
to join the Congress Socialist Party (CSP) headed by Acharya 
Narendra Dev’, a left leaning group within the Congress party. 


But it was the Quit India Movement that saw the real freedom 
fighter emerging. He, Lohia and Aruna Asaf Ali had been the 
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second-rung of senior leaders. He was arrested a second time 
under the Defence of India Rules. He was put in Hazaribagh 
Central Jail. His escape from Hazaribagh jail is now part of India’s 
freedom folklore—a feat that inspired Dinkar’s flowing lines, 
often envied by Lohia. JP had gone underground and formed 
Azad Dasta in Nepal but was arrested in Punjab a third time 
in September 1943. After severe torture by the British for 
several months, he was transferred to Ara Jail from Lahore 
Fort in January 1945. It was only after Mahatma Gandhi started 
negotiations with the British that Lohia and JP were released in 
April 1946. By the time they came out, both leaders had grown 
disenchanted with Nehru. 


While JP was now drawn towards the CSP as an independent unit 
from the INC in 1948, he also understood the futility of violence as 
a means of social change. With his subsequent disillusionment with 
electoral politics, even though he never contested any election, and 
falling apart of Socialist leaders, he took to Vinoba Bhave’s Bhoodan 
and Sarvodaya causes. 


‘JP always believed that socialism could be realised only if sufficient 
power was achieved by the Socialist Party. He was dismayed by 
the abysmal first outcome of the 1952 election results for the 
Socialists. ‘He was in support of adult franchise on a functional 
basis, organising cooperatives, strengthening the producing masses 
with the powers and overpowering role of the state in the economic 
life of the country. These ideas became the philosophy and 
objectives of the Congress Socialist Party.’ (29) 


In 1934, JP had already formed the Socialist Party in Bihar, along 
with freedom fighter and Socialist compatriot Ramnandan Mishra. 
He had other Socialist friends such as Minoo Masani from Bombay 
and Kamala Devi Chattopadhyay while being part of the Congress. 
JP had insisted that the Congress should start including socialism 
in its core philosophy. The Congress finally took the decisions on 


120 | JPTOBJP 


fighting all types of exploitation and resolved to work in the larger 
interest of the country minus caste or creed. 


JP said: ‘I should make it clear in conclusion that the overall 
requirements for socialism to be achieved is the existence of a 
well-organised, powerful Socialist Party, supported mainly by 
workers’ and peasants’ organisations and organisations of the 
youth (volunteer, student, etc.) and the city poor.’ (30) 


Such is the significance of JP in Bihar politics that even LK Advani 
decided to give due credit to the man by launching his 2011 
political yatra from JP’s village on JP’s birth anniversary on 
11 October. It was quite ironic that the village was to get electricity 
connection for the first time—precisely 11 years after the first 
scion of his movement, Lalu became CM and six years after his 
second scion, Nitish Kumar had taken over the reins of Bihar. 
I reported for The Indian Express: 


A day before BJP patriarch LK Advani begins his 
40-day yatra from Lala Tola of Sitab Diara, the birthplace 
of Loknayak Jayaprakash Narayan or JP, there is 
heavy tokenism on display. At last, the village will get 
power supply on Tuesday—the birth anniversary of 
the legendary leader. Sitab Diara, a village consisting 
of 27 tolas (parts) situated along the Ganga and Saryu 
rivers, falls under Chhapra and Ara districts in Bihar 
and Balia district in Uttar Pradesh. The village has over 
1.5 lakh people, and JP's paternal house, now converted 
into a JP memorial, falls under Lala Tola of Sitab Diara 
under Chhapra district. As most tolas of Sitab Diara fall 
in the riverine belt, it had not been connected to 
the main grid. However, Bihar Chief Minister Nitish 
Kumar, himself a product of the JP Movement, has 
now succeeded in winning over his UP counterpart to 
supply power to the JP village. Another token the 
village will witness is the beginning of the Advani yatra. 
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Although the BJP had earlier announced that Advani's 
cascade would start from Lala Tola of Sitab Diara, the 
party had to reschedule the programme because of 
practical problems such as narrow roads leading to the 
JP village and waterlogging along the route... (31) 


There is an emotional account of JP’s last visit to his village. 
Harivansh recalls how JP had told Chandrashekhar that he wanted 
to visit Sitab Diara. It was sometime in 1979. JP had been on 
dialysis and had to take it on alternate days. Then Union minister 
Chand Ram planned to lay the foundation of a bridge over Saryu 
to link Balia and Chhapra. Bihar CM Karpoori Thakur and his UP 
counterpart Ramnaresh Yadav, BP Koirala and Chandrashekhar 
accompanied JP to the village by helicopter. JP called all villagers 
to his home and fed them. JP would get emotional, meeting his 
people. He had sensed he was not going to come back to the village. 
While flying back for Patna, JP said: ‘Chandrashekhar, hamra gaiye 
ghuma de (please take a round of the village).’ (32) He also told 
Chandrashekhar to take care of his village. Chandrashekhar kept 
his promise, encouraging villagers to make roads. Jayaprakash 
Nagar, as it is known today, now has a world class memorial to JP. 


On victory of the Janata Party on 21 March 1977, JP had said: 


The people have made their choice. They have opted 
for liberty. | trust they will never relent vigil. All eyes 
are now focused on Janata Party. Every step it takes 
is being watched by people. Bapu had given us a 
good yardstick: Whenever you are in doubt of taking 
a particular decision, remember the face of the 
poorest man and think how it would affect him... May 
this yardstick guide all our actions. People are also 
expecting a change in the political style. While some 
pressures and pulls are a usual part of democratic polity, 
manipulative politics is self-defeating and inappropriate 
in context of mass awakening and upsurge. (33) 
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Lalu Prasad says: ‘JP made us understand the essence of democracy 
that imbibed principles of equality.... JP was saddened with 
violence, especially police firing on protestors. He would say with 
great pain in his voice that it was not for this that India had earned 
freedom. This is why when he decided to lead the movement, his 
first condition was that there would be no violence, especially 
from the students’ end. We were advised to use face mask to show 
gestures of non-violence.’ (34) 


Lalu Prasad managed to get some Patna Medical College and 
Hospital (PMCH) staffers to remove barium powder from their 
stock chemicals so that due to shortage of barium X-rays would 
have to be delayed. The powder was not available in the open 
market. Delaying X ray meant prisoners would get more time to 
stay at hospital where they would get better care and comfort than 
in jail. He would entertain fellow prisoners by sharing jokes and 
tales of his marriage ceremony. Once he engaged an attending 
constable to open a manhole by half on a road to make bikers trip 
and fall’. (35) 


Nitish Kumar: Standing Yet 


Nitish Kumar did not take his father, Ram Lakhan Singh’s advice 
to complete his Studies first. He joined active politics in 1969, 
when his Class 10 State topper friend Suresh Shekhar made him 
join the Samajwadi Yuvajan Sabha, the youth wing of the SSP. 
Singh supported his son joining the JP Movement and, in fact, 
once took him to JP for seeking his blessings. Nitish, however, 
completed his studies for electrical engineering (1967-72) from 
the Bihar College of Engineering. 


Nitish’s father had taken part with Gandhi in the Salt march, and 
also in the 1942 movement. His father was denied an assembly 
ticket in 1952 and 1967. He had walked out of the Congress to 
contest the 1957 polls as an Independent candidate, unsuccessfully. 
Nitish’s family brush with the Congress was over. Nitish Kumar, 
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who comes from the OBC Kurmi caste, had arrived late in the JP 
Movement and was not among front-runners like Lalu, Sushil 
Kumar Modi or even Ashwini Kumar Choubey and Ravi Shankar 
Prasad. It was only when a new students’ committee was formed 
on the onset of the JP Movement that Nitish had made a silent 
entry. Though an engineer, who also had got a job, he did not 
work for a single day. He says he missed a chance to contest the 
1977 Lok Sabha elections from Barh, because his friend Narendra 
Prasad Singh did not reach the Bhagalpur central jail where he 
was kept, with requisite papers. 


Nitish, however, did contest the assembly polls in 1977 from the 
home assembly segment of Harnaut in Nalanda. While the Janata 
Party had swept the election, he lost. The hard-working, suave 
and matter-of-fact speaker weighing each word was, however, 
popular even in the face of defeat. He had been carrying on the 
legacy of the JP Movement under the guidance of his leader, 
Karpoori Thakur. He would take the low-lying area of the 
sprawling taal (marshy area) of Mokama to Bakhtiarpur as his 
constituency. The area used to have just one rabi crop. While Lalu 
Prasad had already reached Parliament from Saran in 1977 and 
had won the 1980 election as well, Nitish Kumar lost the 1980 
Assembly polls yet again. He had fallen in a race with Lalu. 
Somewhere, he had a sense of his family’s déja vu with politics. 


Nitish had been living with this pain and somehow was still 
determined to do what his father could not do. He sought one 
more chance from his wife Manju Sinha to contest the 1985 
Assembly polls from Harnaut. This time, he plugged all holes 
and won the election. He was third time lucky. He had told his 
wife that he would either be a full-fledged politician or an engineer 
after the outcome of 1985 poll results. He was now ready to 
become a full-time politician. Stalwarts like Karpoori Thakur were 
still around. But Lalu was making his rapid foray in India’s caste 
politics, more so because of the growing number of fellow Yadavs 
in Opposition ranks. 
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Nitish supported Lalu Prasad. Nitish Kumar told me during an 
interview that Lalu was the only emerging leader he could think of 
backing. He later told his Socialist-day friend Prem Kumar Mani 
that by supporting Lalu, he had brought politics to their generation. 
The support to Lalu was the beginning of politics of parity for 
him. He remained in the shadow of Lalu Prasad and would issue 
press statements on his behalf. There was a time till the late 1990s 
that Lalu fully depended on Nitish for any intellectual output. 
This is when the relationship of ‘bade bhai’ and ‘chhote bhai’ 
came into political coinage to define their political relationship. 
Lalu Prasad’s younger son Tejashwi Prasad Yadav has prominently 
displayed a picture in which Nitish is sitting in front of CM Lalu 
in a corner chair and eating out of a steel bowl. ‘This was the 
status of Nitish Kumar before my father’, said Tejashwi during an 
interview in 2018, not letting anyone forget. When I had asked 
Lalu Prasad in a 2015 June interview about some 18 people, who 
have left RJD for JD(U) and are called L(Lalu)-18, he cryptically 
answered, ‘Make it L-19 because Nitish, too, has left from my 
camp.’ (36) 


Parliamentarian Sharad Yadav, an insider-outsider of Bihar politics, 
is one person who has played an important role in shaping 
the politics of Lalu and Nitish. He had been instrumental in 
making Lalu the Leader of the Opposition first, and later CM. 
After the death of Charan Singh and with the new Lok Dal under 
Choudhary Devi Lal, Sharad Yadav enjoyed number two position 
to Devi Lal. There are stories of both Lalu and Nitish going to 
receive Sharad Yadav during his Patna visits in the late 1980s. 
Sharad Yadav recalls: ‘When I reached Patna, I saw several Yadav 
claimants for the position of Leader of Opposition. Anoop Lal 
Yadav from Saharasa was the front-runner but somehow, he lost 
the chance because of proximity to Hemvati Nandan Bahuguna. 
I asked young Bihar leaders to come up with an unanimous 
name for the Leader of Opposition. Nitish Kumar, Jagdanand 
Singh and several leaders suggested Lalu. He had already been in 
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Parliament, though non-serious, but was full of young energy and 
promises.’ (37) 


Lalu Prasad was always taken as Devi Lal’s man and hence, was 
not in the good books of VP Singh, who had merged with the Jan 
Morcha at the height of the Bofors charges. Singh then joined 
forces with the Janata Dal and later became Prime Minister. After 
the Janata Dal got 126 seats in the 1990 Assembly polls, it was still 
short of majority. However, both the antithetical groups, the BJP 
and the Left, had offered the Janata Dal unconditional support to 
thwart the Congress. These parties had been backing VP Singh 
government at the Centre. But VP Singh had wanted elderly Dalit 
leader and former CM Ram Sundar Das to become the CM in Bihar. 


Das had a suave image. Lalu, however, was getting restless. ‘He 
called Chandrashekhar and asked, Babusaheb kya ho raha hai? 
Kuchh kijiye nahi to VP Singh ka aadmi CM ban jaayega (What's all 
this happening? If you do not do anything... VP Singh’s man will 
become Bihar CM)’, recalls Nalin Verma, co-author of Lalu Prasad’s 
autobiography. (38) As Chandrashekhar had a pathological hatred 
for VP Singh, he immediately called his acolyte Raghunath Jha and 
asked him to join the CM’s fray. 


The voting was conducted in Braj Kishore Memorial Hall on the 
banks of the Ganga near Sadakat Ashram. It was a make-or-break 
affair for Lalu. The result was out—Lalu got 59 votes, Ram Sundar 
Das 56 and Raghunath Jha 12. Lalu won by four votes and ruled 
Bihar for 15 years with his wife Rabri Devi. Sharad Yadav reveals: 
‘Among nine observers including Ajit Singh, Mulayam Singh Yadav 
and George Fernandes, only I had supported Lalu’s candidature 
and later had thrown open the idea of election of CM candidate. 
Even after Lalu was chosen CM, Ajit Singh had been at work to 
please VP Singh. Bihar Governor Yunus Salim had left for Delhi 
without any plan. Later, several people called VP Singh, who sent 
the Governor back to Bihar and Lalu was sworn in as CM...’, adds 
Sharad Yadav. (39) 
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In comparison, the second JP scion, Nitish took another ten years 
to become CM for seven days in 2000 when he was sworn in 
without NDA having the majority. On the occasion, the Asian Age 
had come out with a classic headline, ‘Nitish sworn in, Governor 
sworn at’. Nitish fully arrived on the political stage in November 
2005, fifteen years after Lalu. For him, it has been worth the wait. 
And the Lalu clan is waiting in the wings. 


THE CONGRESS 


Not Quite Reading 
the Social Pulse 





I had been alerting Rahul Gandhi since early 2016 but he had never 
imagined that such betrayal could take place.... 


You have to ensure that no Bhumihar after you becomes chief minister 
of the State. 


Several people taking loan from Patna Cooperative Bank, mortgaging 
Patna railway station and Gandhi Maidan as a matter of collateral 
security to get loans.... 


ON THE BANKS of the receded Ganga at Kurji, Patna, stands 
a building, sprawling over two-and-a-half acres. Till 1990, all 
Patna roads led to this building called the Sadakat Ashram—the 
Bihar Pradesh Congress Committee (BPCC) headquarters. But all 
political attention has shifted to Bir Chand Patel Path, named 
ironically after Congress’ first prominent OBC face, which has 
BJP, RJD and JD(U) headquarters for the last 30 years now. 
Visitors for the ashram have been dwindling. Residential presence 
of some 35 staff members, families of some of them living there for 
two-three generations now, give semblance of some activity at 
the place, otherwise visited by Congress leaders during birth and 
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death anniversaries of important leaders or during some important 
party meetings and visits of party leaders from Delhi. 


Sadakat Ashram has two meeting halls, one with capacity to 
accommodate about 500 people and another 100 people; besides 
a Press Conference hall and 18 rooms and residential quarters. 
Congress assistant office secretary Rajkumar Jha has been living 
inside Sadakat Ashram premises since 1995. His father Srikant Jha 
lived here from 1952 till 1995. Rajkumar has grown up listening 
to stories of Congress glory and is also a witness to its downslide. 
He says, their own ‘people had let them down, and they are now 
used to defeat and despair’. (1) 


The big hall has large portraits of Indira Gandhi, Rajiv Gandhi, 
Sonia Gandhi and Rahul Gandhi. The Press conference hall has 
photographs of the party’s top leaders including Maulana Mazharul 
Haque, Rajendra Prasad, Srikrishna Singh, Anugrah Narayan Singh, 
Kedar Pandey, Bindeshwari Dubey, Daroga Rai, Bhola Paswan 
Shastri and Sitaram Kesri. Its prominent OBC faces from the past, 
Ram Lakhan Singh Yadav and Lahtan Choudhary, however, have 
not found their places on the walls. 


BPCC has its buildings in all 38 districts. In several districts, 
Congress office bearers have rented out a big portion of the party 
offices. The Muzaffarpur Congress office has rented out some 
40 shops. In most cases, its earnings reportedly do not go to BPCC. 
Right from Sadakat Ashram to district Congress offices, its assets 
are being encroached upon, just as its support-base since 1990, 
when Lalu Prasad made the mammoth called Congress crumble 
under its weight. It has been struggling to find its feet ever since. 


One such major encroachment—tather hijack—attempt happened 
in 2017 when then Bihar Congress president Ashok Kumar 
Choudhary (now JD(U) leader and minister) had tried to merge 
the party with JD(U). The Bihar Congress has some serious 
problem with its presidential position. Four of its State presidents— 
Dr Jagannath Mishra, Ramjatan Sinha, Choudhary Mehboob Ali 
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Qaisar and Ashok Kumar Choudhary, quit the Congress after 
enjoying this prestigious position and reaping benefits of the office. 


Senior Congress leader and member of legislative council Prem 
Chandra Mishra says: 


‘| had been alerting Rahul Gandhi since the early 2016, but he 
never imagined that such betrayal could take place. When Ashok 
had accompanied Bihar CM Nitish Kumar to show him around 
temples in Benaras in May 2016, having lined up Congress 
workers on the road route to the temple town, his proximity to 
the JD(U) chief had become obvious.’ (2) 


But it took Congress MLA Amit Kumar Tunna to blow the lid off 
Ashok’s plans in mid-2017. The word had been doing the round 
that some 12 MLAs had signed for defection from the Congress 
and this camp needed five-six more MLAs to defect to meet the 
requisite two-third number to walk over to the JD(U). Tunna had 
a plan. He convinced Choudhary that he would also defect. When 
the secret letter with 12 signatures was brought before him, he 
put his signature on it and took a picture with his mobile phone 
clandestinely. He had proof now—something Rahul Gandhi 
wanted in order to get convinced about Asholk’s betrayal. 


In the middle of the Ashok episode, Rahul Gandhi, then AICC 
national vice president, had called all 27 MLAs to Delhi. When 
Sadanand Singh, the Congress legislature party leader entered 
Rahul Gandhi’s office, Rahul Gandhi took out a sheet of paper 
from his drawer and said, ‘Sadanand Babu, aap bhi..pehla signature 
aapka hi hai (Sadanand Singh, you too... the first sign of the letter 
for defection is yours)’. Singh was stunned. He confessed. It was a 
well-laid trap. The paper Rahul Gandhi had taken out from his 
drawer was blank. Amit Kumar Tunna’s proof had not reached 
him yet, but Gandhi had got confirmation on the letter. Sadanand 
cited his reasons and complained of not being made a minister. 
Gandhi asked if the CLP leader was not a bigger position than any 
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minister’s. Singh concurred but insisted that a veteran like him, 
who has been an MLA since 1969, would have been made a 
minister in the Nitish-led Grand Alliance government. 


Ashok’s coup had failed. He had failed to get signatures of 
18 MLAs because of Amit Kumar Tunna’s counter operation. The 
Bihar Congress survived. But Ashok could not have survived 
in the party any longer. Ashok cried public tears in defence of his 
‘loyalty’. But everyone including him knew these were crocodile 
tears. Ashok joined JD(U) with three MLCs in 2018 and was later 
made a minister. 


Prem Chandra Mishra says: ‘I had long been trying to meet Rahulji 
without success since mid-2016. After Ashok stood exposed, I got 
a call from his office saying ‘Bhaiyaji wants to meet you’. I went to 
Delhi and just as I entered his chamber, he said, ‘aap thik keh rahe 
the (you were right about Ashok Choudhary)’. (3) 


Mishra said Rahul Gandhi was deeply hurt, because he had put 
a lot of efforts in reviving the Bihar unit by trying to create a 
new leadership. He had made Ashok Choudhary State president, 
Shakil Ahmed Khan and Ranjeet Ranjan national general secretaries 
and Prem Chandra Mishra, an AICC media panelist. Ashok was 
given a free hand, with other leaders asked to either ‘cooperate 
with him or sit idle at home or feel free to leave the party’. This 
made Ashok more powerful and he was able to work out a script 
for merging the Congress with the JD(U). 


Yet, it is a select group of nine senior leaders—Meira Kumar, 
Nikhil Kumar, Ashok Ram, Shakil Ahmed, Sadanand Singh, 
KK Tiwari, Awadhesh Singh, Akhilesh Singh and Vijay Shankar 
Dubey, have been the ‘constituency’ of the party for the last 
15 years so. When an organisation becomes weak, some of its old 
guards become important. These veterans have been the ones who 
had been advising the Congress high command—from Sonia 
Gandhi to Rahul Gandhi—on matters of going with Lalu. 
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Rahul Gandhi had tried to scuttle this doddering power centre 
and raise a second generation of leaders. In 2013, he had started 
the process by meeting younger group of leaders one by one and 
later together, before narrowing down on Dalit leader Ashok 
Kumar Choudhary, son of party loyalist Mahavir Choudhary. 


Nitish Kumar had seen off Congress leader and then Union 
Minister P Chidambaram from Rajgir to Sadakat Ashram in May 
2013, a month before the NDA split, to demand special status. By 
early 2014, Rahul Gandhi had given hints of a possible alliance 
with Nitish. But the nine veterans again prevailed upon Sonia 
Gandhi that the Congress’ chances of winning some seats in Bihar 
only lay with Lalu, not Nitish. 


It was sometime before the 2014 Lok elections that some second- 
generation Congress leaders had gone to meet Rahul Gandhi in 
Delhi. In his signature style, Rahul Gandhi first heard everyone, 
one by one. Most young leaders suggested that he go it all alone in 
the elections in Bihar. Gandhi spoke towards the end, revealing: 
‘But senior leaders from Bihar told me a few days ago that it is 
only with the RJD we can win some seats.’ At this, one of the 
young leaders said: ‘But these veterans are saying that you want 
to continue ties with Lalu.’ Rahul Gandhi was flabbergasted. But 
he did not say anything. 


A weak Congress at the central level often leaves it to the State 
unit to take a call on alliance. Bihar Congress veterans since 1998 
had succeeded in convincing the party high command to go 
with the RJD if it had to stay afloat. But there is also another side 
of the story from another State, when veterans had impressed 
upon the central high command to change its mind. AICC 
secretary Chandan Yadav, who was co-in-charge of the 2018 
Chhattisgarh polls, reveals, ‘the central high command looked 
in favour of projecting former CM Ajit Jogi as the CM candidate. 
But the State leadership put its foot down in favour of a new 
face, Bhupesh Baghel, wanting to change the social dynamics. 
The central unit was convinced with our choice.’ (4) 
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Nitish had not yet given up on the Congress. February 2014 
brought a vacancy for a new member’s election to the Bihar 
legislative council (upper house). Congress had just four MLAs 
and stood little chance of winning. Nitish Kumar, noticeably, 
did not offer any candidate against Ashok Choudhary, who thus 
became an MLC. Though Congress did not align with the JD(U) 
in the 2014 Lok Sabha polls, Nitish aligned with the RJD and 
Congress for the crucial 2015 Assembly polls and returned to 
power, avenging the 2014 loss against Modi. Ashok was given a 
key education portfolio. He had now become Nitish’s man in the 
Congress. His subsequent open bonhomie with Nitish Kumar was 
not appreciated by top leaders. His Benares trip with Nitish 
was the first hint of the betrayal to come. 


As the Ashok experience shook the party, the Congress went back 
to the same old format of getting a leader from its archive. Former 
minister Madan Mohan Jha was chosen as State Congress president 
because of loyalty, experience and being an upper caste Brahmin. 
He carries an image of a moderate leader who can take along 
everyone. In a word, he is malleable, non-aggressive and non- 
experimental. But the party has hardly any plan, policy or field 
presence. Before every election, it gets to the drawing board, 
announces some grand plans but eventually does little. In photo- 
ops, there is a scramble among top leaders to get into the frame 
to record their presence. 


The 2018 Patna rally of Rahul Gandhi was the last big show of the 
State Congress. The scions of the ‘constituency’ are ready. Wards 
of some of them have been front-runners for Assembly tickets— 
in the same old Congress style. This is despite the fact that some 
of these tall leaders failed to make any impression in their own 
respective Assembly constituencies in the 2019 Lok Sabha 
elections. In Kahalgaon represented by Sadanand Singh, the loss 
margin for the Grand Alliance candidate was over 80,000 and 
in Samastipur where Congress’ Ashok Ram contested, it was over 
50,000 from his own Assembly segment. In the last 30 years, the 
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Congress has not brought a single no-confidence motion in the 
Assembly, nor has it called a Bihar bandh, nor gheroed the Assembly 
nor given any ‘jail bharo’ call, the standard tools of protest. This 
sums up its 19 seats in the 2020 polls. 


In fact, Bihar Congress has not put up any fight and resistance 
ever since it lost power in 1990. A few months before his death, 
Jagannath Mishra had told me how he had to bring the Press Bill 
in 1982 under pressure from then PM, Indira Gandhi at the height 
of the tension in her family and her feud with Maneka Gandhi, the 
subject of frequent media speculation. He had said, while the bill 
was later withdrawn, he did regret having brought it just to ‘keep 
Indira Gandhi in good humour’. (5) 


Sitaram Kesri 


If 1989 riots and Lalu had dealt a body blow to Congress in 1990, 
it was Bihar’s own OBC leader Sitaram Kesri, who had dealt a 
second and decisive blow to the Bihar Congress when his party 
decided to contest just eight Lok Sabha seats in 1998, dramatically 
down from the 54 in 1996. Even though the Congress did have 
OBC State presidents in Kesri (Baniya), Ramsharan Singh (Kurmi) 
and Lahtan Choudhary (Kalwar) between 1976 and 1990, tall 
leaders like Kesri, Lahtan Choudhary and Ram Lakhan Singh 
Yadav were never considered as Bihar’s CM face. 


Sitaram Kesri had wanted to become chief minister of Bihar 
between 1980 and 1990. He kept waiting as the musical chair of 
CM’s post went from one upper caste leader to another upper 
caste leader, and Kesri missed out because of the upper caste- 
centric central Congress structure of the party—Uma Shankar 
Dikshit and Kamalapati Tripathy. Kesri then appeared to have 
vowed to finish the Congress with his strong pro-Lalu moves. He 
clearly asked NSUI workers not to campaign against Lalu. He only 
asked the NSUI leaders to disrupt meetings of his béte noire 
Jagannath Mishra. He also started discouraging second generation 


134 | JPTO BJP 


upper caste leaders like Prem Chandra Mishra because of his 
hatred for upper caste dominance of the Congress. 


Ram Lakhan Singh Yadav 


Another prominent OBC leader who lost the chance to become 
CM because of Congress’ upper caste-centric politics was Ram 
Lakhan Singh Yadav. Born on 9 March 1920 in Harirampur village 
of Bikram, Patna, Ram Lakhan completed his middle school from 
Gona village, five km away from his village. He passed his Class 
10 from Bikram and later took part in the freedom movement. He 
had joined the Congress in 1934. 


In 1938, he came close to Srikrishna Singh after he had completed 
his Class 12. In 1939, he came close to Subhash Chandra Bose, 
during his Bikram trip, and kept meeting him till Bose formed his 
Forward Block. He also came in contact with Swami Sahajanand 
and took up the cause of farmers. Sahajanand had predicted Yadav’s 
leadership potential. He represented the Paliganj Assembly from 
1952 to 1967. Soon after Srikrishna Singh became CM, he took 
Yadav to Delhi to meet PM Jawaharlal Nehru. While deciding 
his cabinet, Singh asked Yadav to write down the names of the 
ministers he chose. After giving six names, Singh asked Yadav to 
write his own name as the seventh one, which Yadav refused 
to do. He eventually became a minister under KB Sahay. During 
his tenure, the Srikrishna Memorial Hall and the Srikrishna 
Science Centre were established. In 1967, when the Congress lost 
power, Ram Lakhan Singh Yadav had managed to win from Patna 
South. He won from two seats—Paliganj and Bakhtiarpur—in 
1980 and later vacated the Bakhtiarpur seat. 


During 1978, it was Ram Lakhan Singh Yadav who had convinced 
Indira Gandhi to visit Belchhi where Dalits were killed. As there 
was no road, Yadav came up with the idea of taking Gandhi on an 
elephant. Despite his loyalty, the party did not give him his due. 
He again won the 1985 Assembly polls from Paliganj. He contested 
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the 1989 Lok Sabha election from Barh but lost to newcomer 
Nitish Kumar. This was the first major jolt for Sher-e-Bihar Ram 
Lakhan Singh Yadav. 


Mahendra Prasad Yadav, retired professor, College of Commerce, 
Patna, notes how Yadav was disillusioned with the Congress. ‘He 
joined the Janata Dal and won the Ara Lok Sabha seat in 1991. 
Before leaving the Congress, he had met Rajiv Gandhi, who had 
recalled how Yadav had worked with his grandfather and mother, 
but this was sheer emotion with no political meaning.’ When the 
PV Narasimha Rao government became a minority in the Lok 
Sabha, Yadav broke away from the Janata Dal with 20 MPs and 
returned to the Congress fold, saving the Rao government. He was 
rewarded and made Union minister. 


At the Post and Telegraph Colony of Srikrishna Nagar, Patna, 
anyone will direct you to a multi-storey building housing a local 
TV channel office. A security guard points towards a house near 
the building, with a sprawling vacant area in front. The tile-roof 
verandah with some wooden chairs and tables reminds one of the 
1980s’ film settings. Behind the rustic setting is a pucca house. 
Prakash Chandra, former MP and only son of Ram Lakhan Singh 
Yadav, wearing a white vest and payjamas, comes out after his puja. 
His landline phone and mobile phone keep ringing alternatively 
and simultaneously at times, unattended. The hall has a wooden 
cot, chowki in local parlance, with a thin cotton bed, with a table 
placed before it. No one sits on that bed, out of awe and respect for 
the man who delivered his diktat to powerful bureaucrats and 
ministers from this position. This is the seat of Ram Lakhan Singh 
Yadav, former MP and minister and one of the most powerful OBC 
leaders from the Congress. A garlanded portrait of Yadav stares 
down at the proceedings under his nose. 


Prakash Chandra, also known as Baby Babu, has settled down as 
a businessman with bottling units in Hyderabad and Mumbai. He 
did not think Bihar was the right place for his business. He speaks 
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in a measured tone as his son Jayvardhan Yadav is a Paliganj RJD 
MLA, now in JD(U). His younger son Harshvardhan, an engineer, 
is married to the granddaughter of former CM Daroga Rai. Prakash 
Chandra opens up after some prodding. He claims his father 
had a chance of becoming chief minister in the 1970s. ‘PM Indira 
Gandhi had called my father to Delhi and offered him CM post but 
he said there could be disagreement on his name within the party, 
because of his independent mind. He suggested the name of Daroga 
Rai, which was accepted’, says Chandra. (6) He adds, his father 
also faced CBI raids during Daroga Rai’s tenure and had registered 
his protest with Gandhi, who had clarified that the Centre had 
no role in it and the CBI had done so after recommendation from 
the State government. 


He recalls how Lalu Prasad would visit his house in the mid-1960s 
and would spend hours at his place, to learn his lessons in politics. 
Lalu Prasad’s visits became more frequent after he became Patna 
University Students Union leader. Chandra says his father’s 
relationship with Lalu witnessed a turbulent phase in late 1990s 
when the State government had sent bulldozers to raze the multi- 
storeyed commercial complex near his house, when Rabri Devi 
was chief minister. 


In 1998, Ram Lakhan Singh Yadav had sided with Sharad Yadav in 
an iconic clash between Sharad Yadav and Lalu Yadav. Ram 
Lakhan Singh had just gone to a relative’s place in Madhepura and 
stayed there for two days. Hundreds of leaders came to see him. 
Ram Lakhan Singh did not speak a word against Lalu Prasad but 
only asked people to use their discretion while casting votes. Lalu 
lost. And his idol once, played a role in it. 


If he would get upset with any complainant, take it for granted 
that the job would be done because he would talk to the officer 
looking after the matter in the same tone. His personal connection 
with bureaucrats was also unique. Whenever he received an 
invitation to attend a girl’s marriage, he would ensure that buckets 
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of curd reached the family and the family’s financial burden 
lightened somewhat. 


Talking about the 1989 loss from Barh, Chandra says his father 
was not willing to contest and the Congress wanted him to contest 
as VP Singh had been emerging as a threat. ‘My father used to get 
votes of all sections before but in the 1989 polls, it became a Yadav 
versus the rest poll. It was the VP Singh wave and social polarisation 
that defeated my father, and also marked the arrival of Nitish in 
national politics. But it is true that the Congress respected its OBC 
leaders but would shy away from making them chief ministers’, 
says Chandra. (7) 


Daroga Prasad Rai 


Daroga Prasad Rai could be called the accidental chief minister. 
Congress chose him for the role when it did not have full numbers 
and there was musical chairs for the chief minister’s post between 
1967 and 1972. Daroga Prasad Rai became the CM when the 
Socialist leader Ramanand Tiwary had decided not to take Jana 
Sangh support to become the CM, and the Congress knew it had 
to back its OBC leaders to get support of other parties. 


From the Rail Wheel Plant in Bela, a small road takes one to 
Bajahiya, 5 km away. In this village, represented by a succession 
of prominent Bihar leaders, most walls are plastered with dung 
cakes, interspersed with a few pucca houses. It was to Bajahiya 
that Daroga Prasad Rai, who became the second Yadav CM of 
Bihar after BP Mandal, holding the post from February to 
December 1970, belonged. ... A weathered portrait of Daroga Rai, 
who died in 1981, adorns the entrance to the house, while inside, 
where he would meet people, a low-height single bedstead used 
by the former CM is kept for memory. Police Rai (70), who used 
to be one of Daroga Rai’s close associates—sharing with him more 
than their names, meant to make them sound ‘powerful’—says the 
latter had been happy with a teacher’s job, and politics came 


138 | JPTOBJP 


suddenly. At a school function, senior Congress leader Jagjivan 
Ram asked Rai to speak and was so impressed, he took him into 
politics, says Police Rai. (8) 


The villagers remember Rai had raised an embankment to prevent 
recurrent flooding of the village from the Gandak waters. Rai’s 
village had to wait until 2016 to get a metalled road. 


Congress’ course of history could have been different if it would 
have chosen its biggest OBC face, Ram Lakhan Singh Yadav to 
become CM in 1989 in place of the biggest upper caste leader 
Satyendra Narayan Sinha, in its bid to neutralise the emergence 
of VP Singh at the national level. Sinha chose to commit a political 
harakiri for the Congress by not trying hard to prevent the 
Bhagalpur riots. When the riots in Bhagalpur broke out on 
24 October 1989, Chief Minister Sinha did not bother to visit the 
town engulfed in communal fire. In fact, two prominent Congress 
leaders of Bhagalpur, Bhagwat Jha Azad and Shiv Chandra Jha, 
had been fighting for supremacy over the control of the local 
bureaucracy, one siding with the district magistrate and another 
with the superintendent of police KS Dwivedi, who later retired as 
Bihar’s DGP. Another senior Congress leader Sadanand Singh’s 
role during the riots was also not above board, even though none 
of them were indicted or faced any case. 


‘When Rajiv Gandhi wanted to visit Bhagalpur, CM Sinha tried 
to convince him not to go. Rajiv Gandhi did come to Patna, but the 
State government pilot Abhimanyu Singh went missing from 
the airport. An upset Rajiv Gandhi flew the plane himself to 
Bhagalpur. There again, he was taken only to Hindu areas and did 
not get both sides of the stories. He returned to Delhi and asked 
Sinha to resign’, recalls a senior Congress leader requesting 
anonymity. 


But the rot had set in the Bihar Congress by then. VP Singh had 
been rising at the national level. Lalu was set to rise in Bihar. 
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Jagannath Mishra had been keeping the chair warm for three 
months for Lalu Prasad. After becoming CM, Lalu had said 
sarcastically, ‘Ye udan khatola doctor sahib kharide the, lekin ab hum 
uda rahe hain (Dr Mishra had bought this helicopter, but I am 
flying it now)’. 


HOW CONGRESS FAILED TO READ 
BIHAR’S SOCIAL PULSE 


A peep into Congress’ history tells us why and how it could not 
read the social pulse since 1937, when it decided to choose 
prominent upper caste Bhumihar leader Srikrishna Singh over 
Rajput leader Anugrah Narayan Singh for the post of the premier 
of a pre-Independence and undivided Bihar. 


When elections were announced in Bihar in 1937, it was a straight 
fight between Gandhian and Socialist politics. “When Rajendra 
Prasad passed a resolution for the Bihar Pradesh Congress 
Committee to contest elections on 17 March 1937, there had been 
heated debates. Jayaprakash Narayan argued elections would 
weaken the freedom movement but leaders like Swami Sahajanand 
called it a betrayal of the reformist attitude.’ (9) 


Caste considerations in choice of candidates prevailed. The 
Congress leadership was already divided into Rajput, Kayastha 
and Bhumihar groups, all upper castes. When Swami Sahajanand 
did not get tickets for his supporters—Dhanraj Sharma, Kishori 
Prasanna Singh and Yamuna Kayin, he resigned from the Congress. 
However, Rajendra Prasad persuaded Shahajanand not to resign 
by giving ticket to Kishori Prasanna Singh. Triveni Sangh, Navdeep 
Chandra Ghosh, Ganpati Mandal, Dasu Singh, Tapsiram Mahto, 
Nand Kishor Singh and Yadunandan Mahto were given tickets but 
they all lost. In the Shahabad region, Triveni Sangh’s candidates 
got over 5,000 votes altogether. Congress won 99 out of the 152 
seats it contested. Coalition Party got 22 seats and Independents 
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six and Muslim League two seats. The 21 candidates who had won 
unopposed included Jagjivan Ram and Binodanand Jha. On 
Congress tickets, 31 Brahmin and 39 non-Brahmin upper caste 
Hindus entered the Vidhan Sabha. 


Srikrishna Singh 


‘On 20 July 1937, Srikrishna Singh formed his government 
after Mohammed Yunus of the Independent Party resigned. The 
selection of premier (or prime minister as the chief minister was 
called then) was done by Rajendra Prasad after names of Srikrishna 
Singh and Anugrah Narayan Singh came up. Jimutavahana Sen 
suggested the candidature of Rajendra Prasad, who refused. Syed 
Mahmood was another contender. Maulana Abul Kalam Azad had 
been upset at Mehmood not being considered by Prasad.’ (10) 


Social equations did not change much in the 1946 elections. 
Of 76 Congress seats, only eight backward candidates got tickets. 
Jawaharlal Nehru summoned Srikrishna Singh and Anugrah 
Narayan Sinha to Delhi during their differences over ticket 
distribution. These two leaders had emerged as the two opposing 
fulcrums of State politics within the Bihar Congress, when the 
bigger leader Rajendra Prasad was chosen to become President of 
India after Independence. Another big leader, Jayaprakash Narayan 
had gone on to form his own party. The State Congress executive 
committee had presence of only 5.26 per cent Kayasthas, with 
KB Sahay being the only big face. KB Sahay and Anugrah Narayan 
Singh became part of one group. 


Gandhi had been touring Bihar towards 1946-end, after communal 
riots. He was staying at a house near AN College, Patna. KB Sahay, 
then minister in the Srikrishna Singh government, had been facing 
corruption charges. ‘Gandhi summoned Bihar Prime Minister 
Srikrishna Singh to tell the truth. Singh handed over a thick file 
to Gandhi to read it overnight and take a call on whether Sahay 
should resign or stay as minister. Gandhi asked Ramnandan 
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Mishra to go through the files. Mishra read through the files and 
told Gandhi, though the charges against Sahay were grave, it 
might not be proper to ask his resignation as he had just presented 
the zamindari abolition bill in the Assembly. Mishra contended, 
if Sahay’s resignation was sought, it could go against Gandhi, who 
might be taken as pro-landlord and anti-people. Gandhi concurred 
with Mishra and said as much to Srikrishna Singh.’ (11) 


While Anugrah Narayan Singh never defied Srikrishna Singh 
openly from 1937 to 1952, the two leaders did have differences 
over ticket distribution in the 1952 polls. Jawaharlal Nehru was 
so upset that he asked another senior leader, Laxmi Narayan 
Sudhanshu to form a government. Nehru later sent Jagjivan Ram 
as his emissary. Srikrishna and Anugrah Narayan chose to hide 
their differences and avoided a showdown over the CM’s post. 


Srikrishna Singh had new challengers after the 1952 Assembly 
polls—Mahesh Prasad Singh and Deep Narayan Singh. Defeated 
compatriots—Binodanand Jha, Devsharan Singh and Abdul 
Qayum Ansari, did not get ministerial berths. Congress had won 
223 seats and Socialist Party 23 seats in the Bihar Assembly polls. 
Bhola Paswan Shastri was a new entrant in the cabinet. The Singh 
cabinet of 16 had three OBC faces—Devsharan Singh, Bir Chand 
Patel (Kurmi) and Shivnandan Prasad Mandal (Yadav). 


Srikrishna Singh had started patronising KB Sahay. It angered 
another CM contender, Mahesh Prasad Singh. But when there was 
first direct showdown between Srikrishna Singh and Anugrah 
Narayan Singh, Sahay had switched sides in Anugrah’s favour. 
Singh again became CM and made nine cabinet and 15 deputy 
ministers. Bir Chand Patel was made a cabinet minister, Daroga 
Prasad Rai, Sahdeo Mahto and Devnarayan Yadav were made 
deputy ministers. As KB Sahay had lost out in the race to become 
a minister, JP had written to Sribabu, as Srikrishna Singh was 
fondly addressed in political circles, saying while Mahesh Prasad 
Singh (a Bhumihar leader) was made Khadi Board chairman, 
Sahay did not get anything. 
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JP had been upset at the game of castes in the Congress. JP’s letter 
to Srikrishna Singh from the Sarvodaya Ashram, Tiril, Ranchi on 
27 July 1957, says: ‘The continuing clash between you and 
Anugrah Babu (Anugrah Narayan Singh) for years is the main 
reason for the unfortunate condition of the Bihar Congress. No 
one who knows Bihar can deny... both you and Anugrah Babu 
have casteist thinking. Despite it, your government is taken as 
Bhumihar Raj and Anugrah Babu is taken as leader of Rajputs. 
You people castigate casteism from public forums but do not 
look at its roots... I do not know what is the attraction of the chief 
minister’s chair that even great leaders like both of you are so 
besotted with it. Wouldn’t it have been great if you had handed 
over the CM’s chair to Anugrah Babu after holding it for one term?’ 
JP says Srikrishna Singh alone could have had such magnanimity, 
as he had majority support since 1937. 


Anugrah Narayan Singh had once requested Rajendra Prasad not 
to consider him for leadership but this promise did not hold for 
long. ‘Had you shown magnanimity in initial years, you would 
have been greater’, says JP. ‘If you do not deal with venom (of 
casteism) in your own lifetime, who else will do it? You alone can 
uproot casteism. The convention for choosing heir has started in 
the country’s political system and I support it. I firmly believe if 
you want to uproot it, you have to ensure that no Bhumihar after 
you becomes chief minister of the State.’ (12) While Srikrishna 
Singh did respond to JP, saying he was disappointed with the 
content of JP’s letter questioning his intentions, he did not respond 
to the allegations of being casteist. Singh also took pains to clarify 
how much he respected Anugrah Narayan Singh and had kept his 
supporters in the cabinet. 


After the 1957 elections, there had been voting to select either 
Srikrishna Singh or Anugrah Narayan Singh as chief minister. 
During the entire voting process, Anugrah kept reading books 
at Sadakat Ashram and did not even cast his own vote. When 
someone asked him the reason for not voting, he said: ‘What is the 
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use of voting if I have to win from my own vote. I would rather 
love to lose.’ When the CM candidate was announced from Delhi, 
Anugrah Narayan Singh called his driver Bhajju and asked him to 
drive to Srikrishna Singh’s residence at 4 KG. ‘lam an eye witness. 
Anugrah Narayan Singh went up to the portico on the first floor 
and warmly embraced Srikrishna Singh. Both cried for a long 
while and all misgivings between them melted’, says LK Shahi, a 
former Congress minister, who has the distinction of being in the 
cabinet of every Congress ministry in the State, from Singh to 
Mishra. (13) Srikrishna Singh later asked Anugrah Narayan Singh 
to give his nominees for cabinet berths. 


In the 1957 cabinet, Anugrah Narayan Singh recommended 
Binodanand Jha and Birchand Patel to become cabinet ministers. 
Bhola Paswan Shastri and Daroga Rai were also made ministers. 


Surendra Kishore recalls: ‘Srikrishna Singh was miles away from 
dynastic rule and self-aggrandisement. When his trunk was 
opened after his death in front of the Governor, it had only 
724,500 cash kept in four envelopes. One envelope had 720,000 
for the Bihar Pradesh Congress Committee, the second envelope 
had %3,000 for the marriage of his accountant, 71,000 was for 
the daughter of colleague Mahesh Prasad Singh and 7500 for his 
faithful servant.’ (14) 


Rajput leadership became faceless after the death of Srikrishna 
Singh on 5 July 1957. KB Sahay, who was a staunch supporter 
of Singh, failed to win Rajput favour. Anti-Bhumihar forces in the 
Congress had been rallying around Binodanand Jha. In 1961, Jha 
was chosen as the Congress Legislature Party (CLP) leader. A 
Brahmin became the State CM for the first time. Congress’ tally of 
223 in 1952 and 210 in 1957 came down to 195 in 1962. Socialists 
were knocking at the door of Bihar politics for the first time. The 
Praja Socialist Party won 29 seats and Socialist Party won seven 
seats. The only general complaint against Srikrishna Singh is that 
he laid prime focus on industrialisation of Begusarai, his political 
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turf, by getting 13 industrial units including the Indian Oil 
Corporation, Barauni Refinery and a Thermal power station. 
Though south Bihar got some mega projects like the Damodar 
Valley Corporation and Heavy Electricals Limited, but Singh’s 
focus area was not development pan-Bihar. 


KB Sahay 


KB Sahay was not inducted in Jha’s cabinet. It was only after Jha 
lost his chair under the Kamaraj plan' in 1963 that KB Sahay 
seized his chance to become CM. 


The year 1963 was a turning point in a sense that an OBC leader, 
Birchand Patel, was in contention for the CM’s post for the first time 
against Sahay. While Brahmins and Bhumihars had supported 
Patel, Rajputs led by Satyendra Narayan Singh supported 
KB Sahay. In 1963, the 11-member KB Sahay cabinet had three 
OBCs—Yadav, Kurmi and Koeri (Triveni Sangh castes)—Ram 
Lakhan Singh Yadav, Birchand Patel and Sumitra Devi became 
cabinet ministers. In the 1952 cabinet, Shivnandan Prasad Mandal 
(Yadav) and Devsharan Singh (Kurmi) were OBC representatives. 
Bir Chand Patel was made minister of state. What KB Sahay did was 


i. The Congress had been in power for over 15 years, Prime Minister Jawaharlal 
Nehru was ageing and factors like the defeat in the 1962 war with China had 
supposedly eroded the party's popularity. The Congress also lost three key 
bypolls to Opposition stalwarts Acharya JB Kripalani, Ram Manohar Lohia and 
Minoo Masani. 

K Kamaraj, then chief minister of Tamil Nadu and one of the strongest 
regional leaders in the Congress, provided a formula for revitalising the party. 
On 2 October 1963, Gandhi Jayanti, Kamaraj resigned as chief minister and 
urged other chief ministers and Union ministers to follow suit. Six Union 
ministers including Lal Bahadur Shastri, Jagjivan Ram and Morarji Desai, and six 
chief ministers, including Biju Patnaik, SK Patil and Kamaraj himself, resigned 
from their posts. 

Whether the plan actually revitalised the Congress is debatable, but it did 
unleash a major churn in the party. Kamaraj, the architect of the organisational 
overhaul, became party president. 

Source: The Quint. 
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to bring the OBC leaderships to the forefront. This reflected the 
changing social dynamics of politics in Bihar. The OBCs had been 
supporting the Congress but it was the Socialists who were finding 
their base among these caste groups. 


It was Binodanand Jha, who put an end to the challenge from 
Bhumihar leader Mahesh Prasad Singh after the death of 
Srikrishna Singh in 1956. In 1961, Jha became CM. His cabinet 
had four of OBCs—Bir Chand Patel as cabinet minister and Daroga 
Prasad Rai, Devnarayan Yadav and Sahdeo Mahto as deputy 
ministers. When Jha became CM again after the1962 polls, there 
were only three OBC ministers in his cabinet, with Bir Chand 
Patel the only cabinet minister. 


Sahay’s arrogance had also led to the Congress’ first fall. A Lok 
Sabha bypoll was necessitated in Munger after the death of 
Banarasi Prasad Singh, in 1966. CM KB Sahay had arrogantly 
pronounced, ‘whosoever the Congress gives ticket to will win. 
Even a dog nominated by us can win’. The Samyukta Socialist 
Party fielded Madhu Limaye, who won comprehensively. The SSP 
was arriving. 


Bhola Paswan Shastri 


The social gain of this unstable period of politics was Bihar getting 
its first scheduled caste chief minister in Bhola Paswan Shastri. 
A rebel group in the Congress had already formed the Loktantrik 
Congress. Shastri, a Loktantrik Congress leader, became CM of 
the Samyukta Morcha government on 2 March 1968. But his 
government lasted only for 95 days. On 22 June 1969, Shastri 
again became CM of the Samyukta Morcha government, but 
a fight over the portfolio made it fall on 4 July 1969. Shastri was 
third time a little luckier when he headed Pragatishil Vidhayak 
Dal government on 2 June 1971 and this time remained in 
saddle till 27 December 1971. On the third occasion, he did have 
Congress support. 
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Whatever little time Shastri got, he used it to initiate measures like 
old age pension. An old person above 70 years started getting 
720 per month. Sanjay Paswan, former MP, writes ‘whenever the 
Patna Master Plan is discussed, it is seldom recalled that it was 
Shastri, who as local bodies minister in 1955, had added the Patna 
Master Plan to the Bihar Town Planning and Improvement Trust 
Act. As CM, he had brought changes in the land reforms law by 
fixing land ceiling between four to eight hectares from eight to 
24 hectares’. (15) Paswan writes, ‘it was because of his sense of 
firmness and fairness as chief minister that he did not hesitate in 
ordering the arrest of Pradumna Singh, the son of his old friend 
Laxmi Narayan Sudhanshu, after the massacre in the Rupaspur- 
Chandwa village on 2 November 1971." (16) 


In his brief tenure, Shastri had achieved another landmark by 
setting up the Mungeri Lal Commission, its recommendations 
were later implemented by Karpoori Thakur. Jagannath Mishra 
explains why he could not do so: Congress’ Bhola Paswan Shastri 
government under Article 340 of the Constitution had set up the 
Mungeri Lal Commission to suggest ways to improve conditions of 
the backward people. Mishra accepted the commission report 
on 26 December 1976. ‘I had ordered it to be put up before the 
cabinet. On 18 January 1977, the then PM lifted the Emergency 
and announced general elections. I could not implement its 
recommendations because the pre-poll Code of Conduct was 
enforced.’ (17) 


Shastri’s journey is akin to the life of the Socialist icon Karpoori 
Thakur. Shastri, who got the surname because of holding a Shastri 
(graduate) degree in Sanskrit from Bihar Vidyapeeth, had started 
learning the tough language when he had been grazing cattle and 
hearing upper caste boys chant those shlokas at a school. He was 


ii. This was the first recorded caste violence in Bihar. This fight for land in 
Rupaspur-Chandwa in the Purnea district took place in 1971, in which the family 
of a leading Congress leader, LN Sudhanshu, who was also the Speaker of the 
Bihar assembly, was named in the case. But no one was convicted. 

Source: Frontline. 
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born on 21 September 1914, in Bairgachhi village of Purnea. His 
father Pusar Paswan was a guard or sipahi in the kachhari™ of 
the Darbhanga Maharaj in Kajha Kothi. When an English officer 
spotted the boy Bhola standing outside a school, he asked him 
some questions and later wanted to get him admitted to that 
school, which upper caste-ruled management did not allow. Later, 
one Jagmohan Choudhary of Amchura village, got him admitted 
to the Kanjha middle school where he was the only scheduled 
caste student. He continued his studies, facing humiliations 
and caste slurs. Later, noted Gandhian of the area, Vaidyanath 
Choudhary got him admitted to the Rahta national school. Shastri 
was arrested during the 1942 Quit India Movement. He won his 
first Assembly poll in 1946 and also worked as a parliamentary 
secretary to premier Srikrishna Singh. He kept winning from 
Dhamdaha and Koda Assembly segments till 1972. 


Sanjay Paswan says: ‘Old timers recall that Kamaraj Nadar wanted 
Shastri to become CM after Binodanand Jha had to resign under 
the Kamaraj plan, but the upper caste leadership of Congress did 
not allow it.’ (18) 


On 28 February 1978, Shastri made it clear during his speech as 
Union minister that ‘it was Ram Manohar Lohia, and not the 
Congress’, who had made him chief minister. *...while in Congress, 
I understood that Congress did not want a Dalit leader to become 
chief minister. The third time I became CM, a person ofa particular 
caste in the Congress had wanted to become CM. The Congress 
high command called me and said I should become CM. They 
thought I am malleable and can be removed as per their wish. This 
has been the Congress policy and attitude towards me.’ (19) Bhola 
Paswan Shastri was chosen as CM candidate by the Congress (O) 
and did become a chief minister again. 


The only time Congress showed a tinge of Socialism in the 
turbulent years of the early 1970s was when PM Indira Gandhi 
had been trying to establish herself as a leader beyond the 


iii, A native court. 
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shadow of her father. By 1970, three years after Congress had lost 
government in eight States including in Bihar, Indira Gandhi had 
started showing an inclination towards a mix of the Socialist and 
Marxist ideology. It was the year Communists had helped save her 
government after the Congress party split, with stalwarts like 
Jagjivan Ram and young challenger Chandrashekhar walking 
out of the party.. Her advisor PN Haksar played a big role in 
nationalisation of banks, ending of privy purse. ‘I recall Indira 
Gandhi’s speech in Bihar in 1971 when she had said banks would 
go to doors of people. It sounded unbelievable those days but is 
now a reality. She also hinted at land reform and said people said, 
there would be nationalisation of land. “Would I take your soil 
from our fields to Delhi?” She took a pause and said “no” and 
added, “land will remain where it is but its owners will change”. 
The crowd had erupted. The socialisation bid by Indira Gandhi 
had made Socialists even more restless. But Gandhi’s brief brush 
with socialism ended with the advent of Sanjay Gandhi in Indira 
Gandhi's politics. Sanjay first kicked out Haksar, Marxist advisor 
of the PM’, recalls Socialist scholar Prem Kumar Mani. (20) 


Indira Gandhi returned to power in 1980 and dismissed the 
Ram Sundar Das government in Bihar on 18 February 1980. 
Congress came back to power in Bihar with 167 seats. However, 
though the Congress had not learnt any lessons from this 
experience, the OBC population had marked its arrival on Bihar’s 
political stage. The musical chair for chief-ministership was again 
played among the upper caste leaders between 1980 and 1990, till 
its exit from power in Bihar. The period saw five chief ministers— 
Jagannath Mishra, Chandrashekhar Singh, Bindeshwari Dubey, 
Bhagwat Jha Azad, Satyendra Narayan Singh and Jagannath Mishra 
again. Mishra was infamously accused of mortgaging Patna railway 
station and Gandhi Maidan, during his first stint as CM. 


Patna Secretariat Ministerial Officers’ Association (now defunct) 
president Raghuvansh Prasad Singh” had prepared a memorandum 


iv. Raghuvansh Prasad Singh went on to become a Union minister in the 
Manmohan Singh government. 


The Congress | 149 


on a 26-point allegation against former CM Jagannath Mishra and 
his ministers. The charges also included several people taking 
loans from the Patna Cooperative Bank, mortgaging the Patna 
railway station and Gandhi Maidan as a matter of collateral security 
to get loans in collusion with bankers. Umesh Prasad Singh was 
authorised to submit a memorandum to PM Morarji Desai and 
Union home minister Charan Singh. ‘While I got a tepid response 
from the PM, the home minister heard me patiently and said if 
no call came to me, it should not mean no action was being 
taken. The home ministry did react promptly and the Karpoori 
Thakur government handed over the matter to the vigilance 
department. But a vigilance officer close to Jagannath Mishra 
handed over the original file to him with all important proofs 
attached. Aaj correspondent Surendra Kishore reported it, and 
there was chaos in the bureaucracy. A vigilance officer, PR Sinha 
was sent to Delhi to get a copy of the original complaint with all 
documentary evidence. Vigilance SP DP Ojha (who retired as DGP) 
investigated the case and 17 cases were lodged. Jagannath Mishra 
was named in two cases and got relief years later from the Supreme 
Court’, says Umesh Prasad. (21) Several people were convicted. 


The OBC MLAs’ graph makes an interesting social reading: 94 in 
1969, 76 in 1972, 92 in 1977, 96 in 1980 and 90 in 1985. Upper- 
caste dominance continued till 1990: 133 in 1967, 122 in 1969, 
136 in 1972, 124 in 1977, 120 in 1980 and 118 in 1985. The 1990 
poll was the cut-off year for upper caste dominance and entry of 


In the Lok Sabha, he represented the Vaishali constituency of Bihar and was 
the national vice president of the Rashtriya Janata Dal political party. 

Raghuvansh Prasad started his political career when he was elected as an 
MLA and was subsequently made the Energy minister in the Karpoori Thakur 
ministry. He had represented Belsand constituency five times in the Bihar 
Vidhan Sabha. He was made a member of Bihar legislative council in 1991. 
He became the chairman of Bihar legislative council. He represented Vaishali 
constituency from Bihar in Lok Sabha consecutively for five terms and was in 
the Union cabinet for three terms. He was the Union Cabinet Minister for Rural 
Development in UPA-I of Manmohan Singh's government and is credited with 
cnceptualisation and implementation of NREGA (National Rural Employment 
Guarantee Act). He died on 13 September 2020. 

Creative Commons sources. 
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OBC politics in Bihar. In this election, there were 117 OBC MLAs as 
against 105 upper caste MLAs. In 1995, there were 161 OBC MLAs 
as against 56 upper caste legislators. In 1990, there were 63 Yadav 
MLAs. (22) 


Rajiv Gandhi had slightly changed this composition by giving 
prominence to Rajputs over Brahmins or at least he had tried to 
balance the communities. Chandrashekhar Singh and Satyendra 
Narayan Sinha became CMs only under Rajiv. Ironically, VP Singh 
had also been given prominence in the Congress and his cabinet 
by Rajiv. While Sonia Gandhi follows almost Indira Gandhi's 
social order, Rahul Gandhi has been trying to make some changes 
and experiment. 


But Sadakat Ashram does not seem to have learnt its lessons. After 
the 2020 Assembly polls, it was again conclusively established 
that the Congress was not going to change. The party actually 
proved itself to be a weak link in the Grand Alliance, giving allies 
just 19 seats. The three Left parties showed a much better strike 
rate by winning 16 of the 29 seats they contested. Congress leaders 
were found squabbling at the party office over selection of its new 
legislature party leader Ajit Sharma, who retained his Bhagalpur 
seat. Its three top leaders, Sadanand Singh (former Congress 
legislature party leader), Akhilesh Prasad Singh (Rajya Sabha MP) 
and Madan Mohan Jha (State Congress president) were removed 
from the party’s election committee for their alleged dubious role 
in ticket distribution. Sadakat Ashram is once again getting into 
hibernation; it hardly ever works towards building its constituency 
during non-election time. It will continue to live under the RJD’s 
shadow; its newly-elected MLAs always vulnerable to inducements 
from other camps. Sadakat Ashram’s fortunes are like the seasonal 
Ganga floods that recede as fast as they appears. One of its old 
guards, with his right leg in plaster, keeps guard at the main 
entrance. He will take time to reinstate faith in his legs, just as his 
grand old party. 


LALU PRASAD 


Mandal Charioteer and 
Some Untold Fodder Tales 





Mufti Mohammad Sayeed said, ‘Why are you taking it upon yourself? 
Let the yatra go on’. 


No Congress CM, right from Jagannath Mishra to Bindeshwari Dubey 
to Bhagwat Jha Azad to Satyendra Narayan Sinha, ever ordered any 
probe into the great fodder swindle... 


Several leading politicians of the State would attend durbar of fodder 
kingpin Dr Shyam Bihari Sinha at Patna and Ranchi. There was an 
unwritten rule for taking off shoes before entering his durbar. Several 
people, including some politicians, would also touch his feet. 


When Lalu Prasad was lodged in Phulwarisharif jail of Patna after his 
arrest during JP Movement, he had told fellow jail-mate Shivanand 
Tiwary, ‘Baba, hamar sardha ki Ram Lakhan Singh Yadav jaisan neta 
bani (It is my keen desire to become a leader like Ram Lakhan Singh 
Yadav).’ (1) 


Soon after JP had asked student leader Lalu Prasad to contest Lok 
Sabha elections in 1977, then Janata Party president Chandrashekhar 
went looking for young Lalu to his Phulwaria village of Gopalganj. Lalu 
was wrapping himself in ‘a blanket and sitting on a cot, ropes of which 
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were torn and dangling to the ground. Chandrashekhar predicted 
purely on instinct then that this man would become chief minister of 
Bihar someday’. (2) 


LALU PRASAD’S JOURNEY could be tracked from Phulwaria, 
which used to be a sleepy village till late 1980s. A half-metalled 
road from Mirganj block town would take one to the village 
through guava and mango orchards where a 12-year-old boy with 
a round face and unkempt look had been playing pranks with 
fellow villagers while grazing cows and buffalos. His mother 
Marchhiya Devi would know all the hiding places of her naughty 
son while searching for him for the morning breakfast of sattu 
(roasted gram powder) mixed with water. 


At times, Lalu would boastfully tell his elders that he would 
become famous someday. The family would laugh it away and 
suggest that his elder brothers put a non-serious boy in some 
good school. He was studying at the village primary school with a 
thatched roof. His teacher, Biranchi Guruji (a respectful address 
to teacher) had turned it into an open school, with an elevated 
square brick-and-mud platform being his chair and children sitting 
either on the cow dung-smeared ground or on jute bags they would 
carry from their homes. On one occasion, when his elder brother 
Mukund Rai, a peon at the Animal Husbandry Department (AHD) 
in Patna, had come to the village, he had ordered his younger 
brother to pack his bag for Patna because there had already been 
many complaints against Lalu. Willy-nilly, the boy left Phulwaria, 
little knowing it would change his life forever. 


The 10 feet by 12 feet single-room Chaprasi (peons) Quarters 
of the AHD at Patna was the new address of this Prince of 
Phulwaria, whose first love in the State capital was the famous 
radio drama, Loha Singh. ‘Khaderan ki maa, jab hum Kabul ke 
morche pe the, kath ke bandukh se lohe sa sandukh todte the 
(O Khaderan’s mother, when I was in Kabul, I used to break iron 
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trunks with guns of wood’—an iconic dialogue from this radio 
show was a readymade passport to instant fun. 


As one now crosses the newly-built, shiny concrete road through 
that Chaprasi Quarters, a tiled choupal (a covered meeting place 
with opening on all sides) in the forecourt of the house stands 
deserted but is a mute witness to Lalu’s several political meetings, 
confabulations and planning for the journey that had eventually 
taken him to 1, Anne Marg, the official residence of the CM, in 
March 1990. His youngest daughter Raj Lakshmi was just born 
and named so, because she had brought ‘raj (power)’ to her 
maverick father, who had challenged not just the language of 
politics but also had his own novel idea of social empowerment. 
It is such an irony that the same AHD that had sheltered him since 
childhood and paved the way for him to fulfil his big dream 
also proved to be his political nemesis, with fodder scam in the 
same department finishing his political career and putting him 
behind bars. 


When Lalu was a BN College student in 1968, he was made a 
member of the Samajwadi Yuvjan Sabha. In a way, Lalu began as 
a Socialist leader. Before Lalu Prasad made it big during the 
JP Movement, the story of his first arrival is no less interesting, 
especially when it comes straight from the man who had perhaps 
been instrumental in writing the first script of this man from 
Gopalganj. 


Former MP Shivanand Tiwary, son of front-rung Socialist leader 
Ramanand Tiwary, recalls: 


It was the last day of nomination for Patna University 
Students Union election in 1971. |, then Samajwadi 
Yuvjan Sabha (SYS) convenor, had been passing 
by the Patna Science College. | had stopped by a 
stationery shop, a place for gathering of students, 
intellectuals and politicians of those days. Ramprasad 
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Yadav, a student leader who enjoyed big clout in Patna 
University students’ politics, was at the shop. A local 
resident and lawyer, Vinay Sinha, was busy making a 
panel of students to work out how their favourites can 
win polls. Sinha had been smoking a cigarette, flicking 
its ash in one fling and said arrogantly, challenging 
me thrice to prove if | could get his panel for any set 
of favourite student nominees. | felt challenged and 
sought the list and noticed Lalu Prasad had filed his 
nomination for the post of general secretary. My eyes lit 
up. | started making his panel of supporters right there, 
and later got a list of students who had been studying 
in Patna University colleges to support Lalu and two 
other nominees. | later started holding meetings at the 
university to mobilise support for Lalu. Lalu, who would 
then barely speak in front of me, came to my house 
at around 10 pm with two friends only to say thanks to 
me. (3) 


In between the PUSU elections, Tiwary had some altercation 
with Ramprasad Yadav’s wrestler brother, Saudagar Yadav. Tiwary 
planned to beat up Saudagar and got Lalu and some others with 
him. All were carrying hockey sticks. Tiwary found Saudagar near 
the university. Before Tiwary could order, Lalu launched his first 
hockey stick strike on the wrestler, who was caught unawares and 
fled the spot. The first task of bullying the bully was achieved. 


Close to this incident, Sankaracharya of Puri had issued a statement 
in Patna that ‘Dalits were born untouchables’. Tiwary filed a case 
against the Sankaracharya in a Patna court and got nationwide 
coverage. The local newspaper Aryavarta had been still defending 
the Sankaracharya. Tiwary and his supporters led a protest march 
against the vernacular, with Lalu taking active part in it. It was in 
this protest march that Lalu Prasad raised the slogan of inquilab 
zindabad. (4) 
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Soon after, he also won the general secretary's position in the 
PUSU elections. Then Congress stalwarts, former CM Daroga 
Prasad Rai and senior Congress leader Ram Lakhan Singh Yadav 
started looking for this young emerging Yadav student leader 
called Lalu Prasad. But the JP Movement marked the real arrival of 
Lalu Prasad, who had become PUSU president in 1973. He had 
caught the attention of JP because of JP being a former president 
of PUSU and also because of his modest social background 
and his rawness and rusticity. Ram Bahadur Rai recalls how JP had 
assigned tasks to all prominent student leaders. ‘But it was only 
Lalu who faced allegations of misusing donation funds. Yet, he 
remained a favourite with JP’, recalls Rai. (5) 


Lalu had once spread rumours of his own death during the height 
of the protest for his instant share of fame, but surfaced the very 
next day saying he had been in hiding because of fear of arrest. 
Lalu Prasad and Narendra Singh (former minister) were great 
friends and among the privileged few to get a car to move around 
the State to mobilise people’s support while the likes of Sushil 
Kumar Modi, Ashwini Kumar Choubey, Ravi Shankar Prasad, 
Raghuvansh Prasad Singh who went on to mentor the world’s 
largest employment guarantee scheme in Parliament, typically 
prioritising socio-economic welfare in a Socialist mode, and 
Vikram Kuwar moved around in buses. Nitish Kumar joined the 
student leadership in later part of the JP Movement. But he was 
acknowledged by JP who liked Kumar’s intensity. Ganga Prasad, 
a senior journalist who covered the JP Movement, recalls how 
‘Nitish had given a wrong name for himself after his arrest, and it 
was only after great difficulty that Socialist leader Kisan Patnaik 
could trace his arrest and later bailed him out’. (6) 


The 1977 Lok Sabha win marked the big arrival of Lalu on the 
national stage at 29. But what sowed seeds for his social harvests 
of the early 1990s in 1977 was the Morarji Desai government 
deciding to form the first Backward Commission that later 
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paved the way for the dominance of OBC politics. The BP Mandal 
Commission recommendations got implemented by the VP Singh 
government in 1990, nine years after it had submitted its report to 
a Congress government. The general elections were announced 
in 1980. Of five members of the commission, Dalit member 
LR Naik voted against the recommendations because he believed 
that the OBC should be categorised in middle and lower castes. 
Naik had asked for sub-categories of OBCs on ground of their 
socio-economic conditions. 


Janata Dal was totally a Devi Lal formation. VP Singh had joined 
it after there had been an anti-Congress atmosphere and we 
were able to form a government in Haryana and Gujarat’, recalls 
Sharad Yadav. 


‘I was authorised to take all important decisions at the national 
level. There had been a leadership vacuum after the death of 
Karpoori Thakur. Hemvati Nandan Bahuguna wanted his man 
as Leader of the Opposition. Anoop Lal Yadav was close to him. 
But there had been other claimants such as Hind Keshri Yadav, 
Ramvilas Yadav and Chunchun Tadav. Finally, second generation 
leaders such as Nitish Kumar, Jagdanand Singh and Brishen Patel 
held a meeting and there was an agreement on Lalu’s name for 
Leader of Opposition’, recalls Sharad Yadav, sitting in his sprawling 
7, Tughlaq Road Delhi residence. Sharad Yadav had arrived on the 
Bihar political scene. (7) 


Explaining how he had put his foot down in selecting Lalu Prasad 
as chief minister, the Socialist veteran says that an old guard 
and former CM Ram Sundar Das was the clear favourite with PM 
VP Singh. ‘After the 1990 poll results, VP Singh had sent nine 
observers including me to Patna. While I was in favour of Lalu, 
eight others including Ajit Singh, George Fernandes and Mulayam 
Singh Yadav were against him. Eventually, we discussed internal 
election to choose CM candidate. Chandrashekhar, who was dead 
against VP Singh, got his supporter Raghunath Jha to contest, 
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which was a ploy to divide Das’ votes. The counting was done at 
Braj Kishore hall near Sadakat Ashram. Lalu sailed through by 
getting 59, three more than Das. Raghunath had got 12 and had 
done his job to please his master Chandrashekhar and also win 
the favour of Lalu.’ (8) 


Even after Lalu became the CM, his oath-taking ceremony was 
delayed for four days with Bihar Governor Yunus Salim leaving for 
Delhi and returning after VP Singh finally intervened. Lalu had 
held it against VP Singh for long and it had reflected on his 
behaviour towards the Raja of Manda. ‘Once, while scheduled to 
travel in the same helicopter for the 1991 poll campaign, VP Singh 
had unknowingly taken the seat Lalu used to sit on. When Lalu 
came, he got VP Singh to take another seat saying, he was used to 
his seat’, (9) recalls senior journalist Kanhaiya Bhelari. 


Nitish Kumar had not supported veteran Das, but a rookie and 
raw Lalu Prasad. ‘By supporting Lalu, we brought power to our 
generation. I have no regrets about it. Ek seedhi niche khich laaye 
(we brought it a ladder down to our generation)’, Nitish Kumar 
told Prem Kumar Mani, once a close Nitish aide, during a personal 
conversation. (10) 


Sharad Yadav, the Outsider Insider of Bihar Politics 


A brief interregnum from Lalu stories is needed to tell Sharad 
Yadav’s contribution and role in Bihar politics since rise of Lalu 
Prasad. Sharad Yadav is the one who had been instrumental in 
making Lalu CM in 1990. Sharad Yadav is also the one who won 
and lost against Lalu from Madhepura. He is also the one who lost 
to his once political manager, Pappu Yadav in 2014 elections. He 
is also the one who got Samata Party of George Fernandes and 
Nitish Kumar to merge with his Janata Dal (United), to make it a 
bigger political identity and eventually become a senior partner to 
BJP after the 2005 Bihar Assembly polls. It is also an irony that the 
two men—Lalu and Nitish, who would once come to Patna airport 


158 | JPTOBJP 


with bouquets to receive him as he was the number two to 
Choudhary Devi Lal of Lok Dal in late 1990s, later cornered him. 
Yadav lost his Rajya Sabha membership because of defying Nitish. 
He is keeping company of Lalu to get some political mileage. 
Sharad Yadav, declared parliamentarian of 2012, has hit his political 
plateau. But he is not yielding yet. 


Sharad Yadav clearly says that he never wanted to become chief 
minister of Bihar and wanted always to play a key role in national 
politics. When he had hit the headlines by winning Jabalpur Lok 
Sabha by-poll in 1974, he had become a special favourite with JP, 
who had introduced Yadav to Socialist leaders Madhu Limaye and 
Madhu Dandavate. Sharad Yadav had stood up against the high 
and mighty, to get noticed by someone like JP. 


Born in Babey village of Hoshangabad, Madhya Pradesh, to a 
freedom fighter, he studied here till Class eight. During his class 
eight days, he once jumped into a well to save a woman. The 
local minister gave him a reward of %10 for his outstanding 
courage. That was his first moment of fame. After doing his Class 
12 from Itarsi, he did his graduation in science from Jabalpur and 
later got himself enrolled in an engineering college. This is where 
he was forced into student politics because of the dominance of 
local musclemen like Hira Singh Chakravarty. ‘As I was becoming 
somewhat popular, Hira Singh and his associate Sattu Pahalwan, 
once took me to a place and offered me good breakfast. As soon 
as I finished my breakfast, Hira Singh said that I must support 
their candidate in the local polls. I said I would support whom I 
felt like. At this, Sattu Pahalwan pushed me aside. Humiliated, 
I left the place. But a leader in me was born that day.’ (11) 


It was 1970. Yadav was deeply influenced by the Socialist 
movement and by Allahabad University English professor Vijay 
Devnarain Shahi, a staunch follower of Ram Manohar Lohia. 
Sharad Yadav had not got a chance to see Lohia but he got 
associated with Samajwadi Yuvjan Sabha and read all available 
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literature on Lohia. By 1971, Sharad Yadav had become very 
active in politics and activism. He was arrested under MISA in 
1971 and had been lodged in Reva jail for seven months. He was 
again arrested and remained in jail for 11 months for protesting 
against the government. By that time he had come to know Dada 
Dharmadhikari, JP’s right hand man. He was soon the Lok Dal 
candidate, backed by several other parties. Leaders like Ashok 
Mehta, George Fernandes and Madhu Limaye campaigned in his 
favour and he won easily, defeating the Congress. 


Yadav, who later traversed his political path through Delhi and 
Bihar, says: 


‘I have played a role in making seven people chief ministers but 
none of them, including Lalu Prasad, Nitish Kumar and Chimanbhai 
Patel have ever said thanks to me. Only Sushil Kumar Modi has 
said thanks to me as I have also played a role besides Arun Jaitley 
in making him Bihar deputy CM.’ (12) 


Going Back to Lalu 


Going back to Lalu, a sequence of events started working in his 
favour as a part of some godly script. While the 1989 Bhagalpur 
riots had already disillusioned Muslims and made them shift to 
Lalu, anti-Mandal protests and the Bihar CM’s tough handling 
of the situation further established him as a strong OBC leader. 
In sharpened backward-forward divide, Lalu did not miss any 
opportunity to carry the image of the OBC face. ‘In the wake of 
Mandal, I got adequate security forces deployed to rein in anti- 
social elements’, boasts Lalu. (13) 


His tough stance against upper castes, though more for public 
consumption and media sound-bytes, gave rise to the brief 
emergence of upper caste Rajput leader Anand Mohan, who dared 
to challenge Lalu. But Mohan proved a flash in the pan. His 
shifting political goal discredited him and his bravado in leading 
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protestors who lynched the then Gopalganj DM, G Krishnaiah, 
after the killing of the upper caste Bhumihar muscleman Chhotan 
Shukla in 1996, brought Mohan a life sentence. 


Lalu’s take on Mandal was amply clear. ‘There had been a malik- 
raiyat relationship between upper caste landowners and lower 
caste agriculturists for centuries. And Bihar had invariably had 
upper caste chief ministers who were less than enthusiastic about 
changing the status quo’, says Lalu Prasad. (14) 


Lalu remained unchallenged. LK Advani’s rath yatra' was only 
going to make hima bigger hero. Though several of his compatriots 
said Lalu had arrested Advani on the advice of PM VP Singh, Lalu 
Prasad has revealed in his autobiography, Gopalganj to Raisina, 
‘Advani’s plan was pregnant with the grave possibilities of driving 
Bihar back to 1989. The wounds of Bhagalpur riots were still 
fresh. Advani’s Ram rath yatra was scheduled to pass through the 
State on its way to Ayodhya. Soon after the BJP leader announced 
his programme, I went to New Delhi to meet him personally. 
Mufti Mohammad Sayeed, who was the Union minister for home 
affairs, called me to Delhi and enquired if I planned to detain 
Advani. When I remained non-committal, he said, “Why are you 
taking it upon yourself. Let the yatra go on”. I then retorted and 
said, “aap sab ko satta ka nasha chad gaya hai (you all are power- 
drunk).”’ (15) 


i. On 25 September 1990, L K Advani, the then tallest BJP leader, along with his 
confidant Pramod Mahajan, started his Rath Yatra after offering puja at the 
Somnath Temple in Gujarat. The plan was chalked out such that after covering 
till Bihar, the yatra would eventually culminate at Ayodhya in Uttar Pradesh 
where Advani would lay the foundation for the construction of a majestic Ram 
Temple. Advani's chariot was a swanky air-conditioned bus. 

The Rath Yatra triggered communal violence across the country and 
contributed to the circumstances that led to the demolition of the 16th century 
Babri Masjid in 1992. 

Deccan Chronicle. 
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Lalu said the initial plan was to arrest Advani in Sasaram but it was 
leaked and the BJP leader had changed his route. ‘I summoned an 
IAS officer, RK Singh and a DIG rank officer, Rameshwar Oraon’, 
wrote Lalu, adding how the clandestine operation was completed 
successfully through midnight deployment of forces. (16) 


‘Rumours began to float through a section of media that the BJP 
leader was slowly poisoned at my behest and realising the plot, 
Advani had stopped taking food. I told a deputy commissioner to 
contact Advani’s daughter, Pratibha and request her to visit her 
father. I arranged for her move to the guest house in a State 
helicopter. I allowed him to talk to his wife on the phone. I must 
admit that Advani conducted himself with great poise and dignity. 
He was a man of his word and tremendous integrity.’ Lalu admitted 
how Advani's arrest had gone ‘a long way in inculcating confidence’ 
among the Muslims. ‘Their admiration for me went up several 
notches. The Muslims are the largest minority community in Bihar, 
comprising over 16 per cent of the State population. Overwhelmed 
by their love and support, I decided to continue protecting them 
and giving them due representation in my party organisation’, says 
Lalu. (17) 


Lalu, as the social enabler, had unique ideas. While Congress 
chief ministers would meet people at their Janta Darbar at some 
distance and as per security protocols, Lalu Prasad had scant 
respect for rules and protocols. He would call the police station 
in-charge, skipping their SPs, and ask them to deliver instant 
justice to complainants coming to him. He would regale his 
subjects with rustic jokes, at times, make them bathe with soaps 
and offer them clothes. Such things were unheard of earlier. 


He would also take to the streets with water tankers, visiting 
scheduled caste Mushahar settlements in Patna and bathe the 
children, give them new dresses and make government officers 
comb their hair. Lalu would present district magistrates before 
people and say how DMs were not masters but servants. This was 
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social enabling at a different level, a unique idea of social assertion. 
Lalu had taken his CM’s chair from 1 Anne Marg residence to the 
middle of the road. A CM was never so accessible, never so vocal; 
more so for the cause of the downtrodden. 


His idea of distributing free saris and dhotis during his first tenure 
was short-lived as it was not budgeted. His famed or ill-named 
Charwaha schools, some 150-odd ones, did not click as most 
teachers were deputed from regular schools. His idea was good, 
but implementation was very poor. His social empowerment 
drives may well have fallen flat, but he was still able to drive 
home a message. ‘He was embracing the poor people in their huts, 
approaching farmers in their fields and connecting well with 
masses. He had been giving a sense of pride to the underprivileged, 
who had not been expecting to get something concrete from him’, 
(18) says former DGP DN Gautam, who accompanied Lalu Prasad 
on several trips in various positions. 


Lalu, however, rues, ‘The media either never publicised my 
interventions at the grassroot level or presented them in a negative 
manner. The media, dominated largely by the feudal elite, dismissed 
my efforts as populist and impractical’. (19) He says he was still 
satisfied with what he did for the oppressed. He took great pride in 
giving a Lok Sabha ticket to Bhagwati Devi, a leader of the Mushahar 
community, who had started her life as a daily wage labourer, 
quarrying stones in the hills of Gaya district. She was elected an 
MLA from Gaya in 1969 and won the 1996 polls from Gaya. 
As CM, Lalu Prasad also lifted the special tax taken from fishermen 
by water-lords for fishing in water bodies in their areas. He also 
abolished tax on toddy. 


Lalu Prasad did admit that he had grown complacent after a series 
of good things happening to him between 1990 and 1992. The 
1991 Lok Sabha polls got Janata Dal 51 of 54 seats in undivided 
Bihar. VP Singh government had fallen by then. Lalu had at the 
time started seeing himself as a national leader, cornering George 
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Fernandes, Sharad Yadav, Ram Vilas Paswan and Nitish Kumar. 
Lalu admits: ‘I had turned complacent and had begun ignoring the 
advice of my senior party men and policy makers. Given my 
stature, these people found it difficult to call a spade a spade to my 
face. What had led to arrogance was a string of successes in public 
life. Good things had been happening effortlessly to me from the 
beginning.’ (20) 


Once, when Dinesh Dasgupta, freedom fighter went to meet Lalu 
during his CM days, Lalu welcomed him warmly and rose to 
touch his feet. Dasgupta said: ‘You should neither touch anyone’s 
feet nor should allow anyone to touch yours.’ (21) But Lalu was 
not one to pay heed to such sermons in his heydays. 


Lohia’s socialism had turned into a social stream by 1990 and 
fragmented into many pieces with too many ambitious leaders, 
with no common ideology binding them. Anti-Congressism had 
been holding them together till the mid-1990s. Once the IK Gujral 
government caved in, the Lohia brand of socialism fell into 
disarray. Some people like George Fernandes, Nitish Kumar, Ram 
Vilas Paswan and Sharad Yadav went with the BJP, some others 
like Lalu went with the Congress and some others like Mulayam 
Singh Yadav focussed on their State politics. 


By the time Lalu arrived, Socialist politics had degenerated into a 
social stream. Fragmentation of Socialist politics can be compared 
with the fall of Buddhism when its champions left the scene and 
practised their own versions of Buddhism wherever they went. 
Rahul Sankrityayan had called himself Sahajyani (easy goer). Lalu 
Prasad could only ensure that he would not do anything that was 
anti-poor. But he was not a mass leader in the mould of Karpoori 
Thakur, who had once performed the last rites of a Dom and 
visited the home of two rape victim sisters of Bhojpur and called 
them his daughters. Lalu’s politics had a lot of theatrics. 


Lack of governance and spurt of caste massacres remains a dark 
spot of the Lalu-Rabri rule. The police hardly ever tried to stop the 
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massacre and would openly say their mandate was only to dispose 
of bodies from the spot. Some 350 people were killed in a 
protracted fight between the MCC and Ranbir Sena and also with 
the police. Barmeshwar Mukhiya, head of the Ranbir Sena, had 
been giving slogans of ‘sell gold to buy arms’. Kidnapping for 
ransom had become a flourishing industry under patronage of the 
political dispensation. 


THE UNTOLD STORY OF THE FODDER SCAMS 


Lalu’s final fall was brought by the fodder scam. He had his 
moment of glory between 2004 and 2009, when his party had 
won 26 Lok Sabha seats including four in Jharkhand in 2004 Lok 
Sabha polls, and he became the Union railway minister. However, 
the fodder files kept chasing him as did his erratic BP, sugar level 
and renal complications. 


The RJD chief had received a major legal blow on 25 March 2018 
after a special CBI court sentenced him to consecutive rigorous 
prison terms of seven years each, under various sections of the 
Indian Penal Code (IPC) and the Prevention of Corruption (PC) 
Act. This meant Lalu would have to spend 14 years in prison. 
Fines adding up to %60 lakh, too, were slapped on him. The 
matter (RC-38A/96) pertained to alleged fraudulent withdrawal 
of 73.76 crore from the Dumka treasury by officials of the AHD of 
undivided Bihar between 1995 and 1996, when Lalu was chief 
minister. In this case, Special CBI Judge Shivpal Singh said the 
sentences would run ‘consecutively and not concurrently’. 


Lalu Prasad was first convicted in the Chaibasa treasury case and 
was sentenced to five years imprisonment on 23 October 2013 by 
a CBI court for fraudulent withdrawal of %37.7 crore from the 
government treasury. Ranchi Special CBI court on 23 December 
2017 had sentenced Lalu to three-and-a-half years of rigorous 
imprisonment in the Deoghar treasury case. His third fodder case 
conviction followed on 24 January 2018 when he was sentenced 


Lalu Prasad | 165 


to a five years jail term in the case of fraudulent withdrawal of 
735.62 crore between 1992 and 1993. His fourth conviction 
followed in March 2018 when he was convicted in the Dumka 
treasury case. However, Lalu was never the kingpin of the scam; it 
happened in his watch. 


The fodder scams were rooted in a 1978-79 Bihar (during Ram 
Sundar Das as CM) policy decision; its provisions exploited by a 
mafia gang, led by a veterinarian named Dr Shyam Bihari Sinha, 
a specialist in the AHD. He was the man who chalked out the plan 
and carried it out. He paid senior and junior officers, regional leaders 
and top political leaders to carry on with the scam’, Rakesh Asthana, 
who was the then CBI’s superintendent of police investigating the 
scam told the media in 2013. 


The government of Bihar, through the AHD, used to supply 
fodder, medicines, artificial insemination instruments for livestock 
all over the State. ‘They used to supply less than what was shown 
on paper or they would not supply anything at all but would show 
it on paper after fudging the figures of the government grant’, 
Asthana revealed. 


There were two kinds of medicines purchased for the animals. 
English medicine and Herbal medicines, which too had become 
popular by the 1970s, and these supplies had allocated funds, 
much of which was siphoned off by Shyam Bihari Sinha’s gang. 
The main person instrumental in the purchase was Ranchi AHD 
regional director Pascal Lakra. Sinha also had another accomplice, 
one Krishna Mohan Prasad working behind the scene. They billed 
for unpurchased fodder and medicines. As fund transfers were 
done at the regional directors’ level, it was another means of money 
changing hands. 


Biresh Sinha, who was elected general secretary of the Bihar 
Veterinary Association in March 1980, recalls: ‘We decided to go 
on strike, demanding pay parity and other facilities. As the strike 
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continued from November 1980 to February 1981 and it was time 
for fresh allotment of funds, the mafia had been getting restless 
because of a lingering strike threatening to foil their plans to 
swindle funds from the new budgetary allocation. The strike was 
called off with some of our demands being met.’ (22) 


Biresh, who was posted on deputation at the Interim Cattle 
Development Block (ICDB) wing of Chaibasa, found a new lead 
on how the funds were siphoned off. The ICDB wing would 
support the artificial insemination of cattle. The needed semen 
was procured from government semen banks and hence, no 
department needed to keep any animals at the block level. But 
Sinha was surprised to see stocks of animal feed there. Surprised, 
he asked a staffer about it, who advised him not to sign any 
document without consulting this staffer. He also asked Biresh if 
he was interested in earning some extra money. Sinha got the 
message. It was another ploy to swindle fodder funds. The ICDB 
head was made to seek allotment of animal feed worth %5 lakh, 
and with that money he was told to procure only half the amount 
of feed, the money was allocated for. So here was a clear earning of 
72.5 lakh. The concerned official was also assured that the regional 
director’s office would later tell him what to do with the animal 
feed. But this did not happen. 


The next year, the same department was asked to purchase animal 
feed again, this time worth 710 lakh with 50 per cent short supply. 
When the officer said he already had stock left from last two years, 
the regional director’s office pretended surprise and asked for 
an allotment letter, which was not there in the office files. The 
plan was well thought out, no incriminating documents at all, no 
evidence that money was allotted for fodder purchase. A fool- 
proof nexus between the regional directorate and subordinate 
offices had begun; all allotment letters (after the bills were passed 
and money withdrawn) would be recalled by the regional director’s 
office and most papers were destroyed. Subordinate officers 
now had to listen to the fodder mafia or face suspension. Officers 
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from the treasury to the banks were managed as the scale of 
the operation got bigger and they were paid their cuts. Auditors 
were also allegedly managed. Audits were either not done or no 
unfavourable reports would come out. 


Mafia don Shyam Bihari Sinha now wanted to minimise the 
importance of Lakra, and got him suspended on corruption 
charges. The mafia now wanted to play a role in the appointment 
of the new directors. AK Prasad had just retired as AHD director. 
The AHD director was chosen by a panel of the chief secretary, the 
development commissioner and the AHD secretary among other 
senior officers, who would generally select directors from among 
senior joint directors and regional directors. Dr SK Jha, who was 
said to be close to then CM Dr Jagannath Mishra, was given ‘very 
good’ rating by the selection panel. The prospective regional 
director (of the Bihar Public Service cader) R Singh, alleged to be 
the mafia’s man, too got a ‘good’ rating. The mafia had its way and 
R Singh became director, AHD ahead of Jha. 


Now, Shyam Bihari Sinha’s influence in State political circles was 
well established, even though he was still a simple veterinary 
doctor, working in the Ranchi office. The mafia’s next move was to 
take control of the Bihar Veterinary Association. They managed 
to get the president of their choice, but the executive body of the 
association was still against the malafide business of siphoning 
funds from the government treasury. However, with the AHD 
director and the BVA president in their pocket, the fodder mafia 
had started operating in a more brazen manner. Now, the fodder 
scam had started getting political patronage. Excess allotment had 
now become very common against very scanty purchases, and at 
times purchases of animal feed and medicines only on papers. 


The mafia added a new trick to their repertoire of corruption in 
1985-86, during the tenure of AHD director Hari Sharan Sinha. 
While the director would sign an allotment of say 725 lakh, the 
issue letter with his forged signature would show triple its amount. 
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The treasury and bank, who connived with the mafia, would pass 
it. Sinha always had the escape route in case of any inquiry—that 
he had not signed the issue order. No Congress CM—right from 
Jagannath Mishra to Bindeshwari Dubey to Bhagwat Jha Azad 
to Satyendra Narayan Sinha—ever ordered any probe into the 
great fodder swindle that was going on under their noses and only 
waiting to explode. 


It will be important to know the fodder scam kingpin Shyam Bihari 
Sinha before I tell you more about the inside story of the scam. 
In the 1980s and 1990s, Sinha used to be the most influential 
man in Bihar. Several leading politicians would attend his durbar 
at Patna and Ranchi. There was an unwritten rule for taking off 
shoes before entering his durbar. Several people, including some 
politicians, would also touch his feet. 


Sinha, who hailed from Chausa in Buxar, was supported by 
his uncle, who worked in the electricity department in Ranchi, 
after the death of his father, an Indian railways employee. After 
completing his studies at the Bihar Veterinary College, he was 
posted in Hazaribagh and later in Ranchi. He always nursed a 
big ambition. ‘He was an ardent admirer of Sufi scholar Rumi 
and would also like to read James Bond and Godfather. In a way, 
he was a mix of Rumi and James Bond. He did swindle money 
but would also spend it on the poor’, says Socialist leader Umesh 
Prasad Singh, who has followed the story of Sinha’s rise and 
fall. (23) 


During the 1980s, Sinha used to stay at Patna’s Meghdoot Hotel. 
He would not drink and loved smoking branded cigarettes. As his 
influence grew, he started staying at Chanakya Hotel. Till early 
1990s, the budget of the AHD was less than 875 crore. But even in 
those days, whenever he would visit Patna, he would spend and 
distribute lakhs. When his senior in AHD, Pascal Lakra once 
refused to clear his hotel bills, he conspired with political bigwigs 
to get him suspended. 
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Sinha had two sons and a daughter. When his daughter was getting 
married in Ranchi, an extravagant marriage pandal was designed 
on the lines of the Vatican City. But some over-enthusiastic 
supporters exploded so many firecrackers that some of them fell 
on the pandal and it started to burn. Guests had to run for cover 
and some even had to jump out to save their lives. Destiny again 
proved that it is a great leveller, as Sinha’s daughter’s marriage had 
to be solemnised on the road before the burning pandal. 


Shyam Bihari Sinha always held it against a CBI officer for arresting 
his younger son and putting him to rigorous questioning and 
often making him stand out in the sun. Sinha had not made his 
younger son party to his own crimes in any manner and hence, 
wanted the CBI to let his younger son go. The boy, who was born 
at the height of Dr Sinha’s opulence and influence, could not take 
the rigorous CBI quizzing and died. This left the fodder kingpin 
shattered. 


Sinha enjoyed his clout even after his retirement. When he was 
leaving for Australia for a kidney transplant, several people 
including a former Bihar Assembly Speaker went to see him off at 
the Kolkata airport. He was surrounded by his coterie on his 
return after the kidney transplant. 


‘But when he died in 1998, I can recall only Subodh Kant 
Sahay attending Sinha’s funeral in Ranchi. Several fourth-grade 
employees attended his funeral but all those who benefitted from 
him were missing’, says Umesh Prasad Singh who also attended 
his funeral. (24) 


Biresh Sinha completes the fodder tale: “We (the BVA) approached 
leaders from various political parties, several leaders were direct 
or indirect beneficiaries of the fodder cuts. CPI MLA Ramendra 
Kumar had written to CM Lalu Prasad in 1991, asking for a CBI 
inquiry. The CM ordered an inquiry by the vigilance department 
instead. But when the mafia learnt that honest IPS officer 
Ramchandra Khan was the vigilance IG, they were terrified and 
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started looking for ways to scuttle the probe. It was then Leader 
of Opposition Jagannath Mishra who wrote a letter saying that 
there was no need for inquiry. The file was called back from 
Khan’s office. Now, Lalu Prasad tried to politically score by 
attacking Congress MLAs by saying that their leader Mishra 
alone had withdrawn the demand of any probe.’ (25) Biresh Sinha 
says, they had also met then BJP MLA Sushil Kumar Modi, who 
also refused to take up the matter in the Assembly, citing his 
political constraints. 


Biresh Sinha says, in the midst of their failed attempts, they got a 
copy of an audit report that showed how bulls were carried 
on vehicles having registration numbers of scooters and husks 
being carried on vehicles having numbers of two-wheelers. The 
association met AHD minister in-charge, Ramjivan Singh, who 
narrated a story of Vishnu’s Garuda and Lord Shiva’s snake and 
said the snake had the audacity to hiss at Garuda only because it 
enjoyed patronage of Lord Shiva. The minister gave enough hints 
about the scam being patronised by the CM. ‘But he did write a 
note on the fodder file, writing to the CM to recommend a CBI 
probe into the matter. The CM did know about it but kept sitting 
over it.’ (26) 


By that time, huge withdrawals were being made from treasuries 
of Dumka, Ranchi and Chaibasa without any purchases being 
done. Withdrawals were manifold now and cuts and commissions 
were reaching out to several levels. RK Rana, also among the 
fodder convicts, was working as a conduit between Shyam Bihari 
Sinha and Lalu Prasad, who did not still bother to know how the 
scam was taking place, and if its modus operandi could hurt him 
in later years. This was Lalu’s second term as CM. 


Nitish Kumar, Lalan Singh and Shivanand Tiwary were sitting at a 
Patna house after the 1995 polls loss in which the Samata Party had 
got just seven seats but more importantly, seven per cent votes. 
‘I said, the Animal Husbandry Department houses Lalu Yadav and 
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it can prove his grave if we work on it. But no one took me seriously’, 
recalls Biresh Sinha. 


It was only after the Chaibasa treasury case was filed, that a Public 
Interest Litigaton before the Supreme Court was discussed. Nitish 
Kumar did not want to be a PIL petitioner. ‘Shivanand and I left for 
Delhi and stayed at Nitish Kumar's Delhi residence but Nitish was 
away. Shyam Bihari Sinha (the kingpin) who had been tracking the 
activity of people chasing the fodder files, traced Umesh Singh and 
Shivanand Tiwary to a hotel in Karolbagh. Sinha then asked them 
to drop the idea of filing a PIL. Sinha made direct offers of paying 
considerable amounts. Shivanand told Sinha point blank that a PIL 
would be filed at any cost now.’ 


Shivanand Tiwary, Biresh Sinha and Umesh Prasad Singh went to 
meet George Fernandes at his Krishna Menon Marg residence 
the next morning. George expressed unhappiness at Nitish not 
willing to be a PIL petitioner. ‘While we were discussing it, BJP 
leader LK Advani called George on the phone, saying the BJP also 
wanted to be a part of the fight against Lalu and expressed his 
desire to make the BJP a party to the PIL’, says Biresh Sinha. 
George agreed. Sushil Kumar Modi was to file the PIL the very 
next day. Shivanand took a flight to Patna to become co-petitioner. 
Lalan Singh was in Patna’, recalls Biresh Sinha. (27) 


Biresh Sinha said Nitish Kumar casually asked Shivanand, after 
the PIL was filed, if it had some substance or would prove a 
paper tiger. Shivanand handed over the papers to him. ‘As Nitish 
flipped through the documents, his eyes lit up. He said, Lalu 
Yadav to fans gaya (Lalu Prasad is caught now).’ (28) Later, the 
Bihar Veterinary Association provided all the requisite papers, 
right from the AHD files. 


The Bihar government, which had been under pressure, had 
ordered a SIT to look into it. The SIT had named Shyam Bihari 
Sinha, who had been livid with CM Lalu. The matter of the 
PIL had reached the Supreme Court in the later part of 1996. 
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Umesh Singh was in Delhi again in connection with the case. The 
receptionist at the hotel he was staying in, gave Umesh Prasad 
Singh a chit reading, You have to come to Sarvapriya Vihar’. It 
was the address of the fodder kingpin. Mustering courage, Singh 
went to meet the kigpin. ‘As I entered his hall, fodder supplier 
Dinesh Chandra was also present. Sinha was talking to someone 
on the phone, at times getting agitated. As talks progressed, it 
became clear that the man on the other end was CM Lalu Prasad. 
Sinha asked how his name was included by the SIT in its report 
and issued a veiled threat—if he was made an accused, he would 
not spare anyone... After the terse conversation, he turned towards 
me and said, aap apne bachne ka upay dekh lijiyega (you see how 
you can save yourself).’ (29) Singh says, after he came out of 
Sinha’s house, his head was reeling and he almost fainted. 


But Umesh Singh’s ordeal had just begun. The PIL had been finally 
allowed to be taken up by the Patna High Court. On 11 June 
1996, a CBI team raided Singh’s Kankerbagh residence. They took 
away some %30,000 cash and some papers. His office was also 
raided later. Singh remained in CBI custody for 45 days. ‘Sinha 
had alleged that I had taken money from him. I challenged the 
CBI to collect any evidence against me and told them I alone know 
the inside story of the case. I also learnt that there were two groups 
in the Bihar Veterinary Association—one clearly in favour of Lalu 
and another in favour of fair investigation. During my stay, 
I helped the CBI prepare a charge sheet. I spent about six months 
in jail. The case against me was later dropped as it turned out to 
be a political vendetta.’ Singh said Lalu Prasad, however, never 
made it personal against him. ‘He called me sometime in 2000, 
and when I entered his room, he said, “Ka ho Umesh Babu, hamra 
pradhan mantri nahi banle dela (So you did not let me become 
PM).” It is the large-heartedness of the man, who still nursed no 
ill-will for me.’ (30) 


Lalu perhaps knew Umesh Singh would be saying so. 


NITISH KUMAR 


The Development Man 
Who Turned Complacent 





Nitish Kumar did not do anything for the Kurmi Chetna rally. Yet, he 
hijacked it.... 


If I have to make a picture of Bihar under his regime, I would draw 
pictures of girls bicycling their way to school. 


It appears that the education system in the State of Bihar has gone 
worse and no one is serious about the problem of the education system. 
It appears that the system is only spoiling the future generation, as only 
formality of school education is done in this State. The system cannot 
be improved, as long as the officials are allowed to educate their wards 
outside the State of Bihar. 


A SEVEN-KILOMETER ride on a serpentine concrete road from 
Harnaut block town of Nalanda takes one to Kalyanbigha village. 
A temple is the first landmark at the very entrance of the village, 
now boasting of an ITI centre, a hospital, a power sub-station and 
two schools. An adjacent pond is half full. Just on the other side of 
the pond is a house, the wall of which used to be plastered with 
dung cakes not too long ago. It is now a pucca house and the last 
house in the village to get electricity connection. The house also 
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has a gaushala (cowshed). The house-keeper Sitaram, grown frail 
with age, sits on a charpoy outside, eagerly waiting for the house 
owner Nitish Kumar’s son, Nishant. The young man in white 
kurta and pajama quietly comes to his paternal village to pay 
tribute to his mother, Manju Sinha on her death anniversary at his 
family park that also has busts of his grandfather Ram Lakhan 
Singh Vaidya and grandmother Parmeshwari Devi. Nishant stays 
there for some 20 minutes, shakes hands with some villagers and 
leaves for Patna. Nishant does not interact with the media, he 
and his father like it that way. 


The distance between Kalyanbigha and 1, Anne Marg—the CM’s 
residence in Patna, is just 70 km but Nitish Kumar alone knows 
what it has taken to reach there against the mighty Lalu Prasad, 
and more importantly stay in Anne Marg for so long. 


It was sometime in 1980. Munna Sarkar was with Nitish Kumar 
pillion-riding, after a public interaction in Rahui under Harnaut, 
in Nalanda district. It had already got dark and the headlight of 
their motorcycle had been getting dimmer. They decided to leave 
the bike at a villager’s house and take some public vehicle to reach 
Harnaut. After a long wait, they saw an overcrowded jeep coming. 
Nitish Kumar and Munna Sarkar somehow got into the jeep and 
travelled in a standing position bending forward. 


This small journey tells a lot about the resilience of Nitish Kumar, 
who made it to the Assembly in his third attempt. Munna Sarkar, 
Nitish Kumar’s most trusted aide in his formative days in politics, 
says, he had no idea that he had been taking the future CM of 
Bihar for a ride for seven years. Sarkar recalls, how after a second 
consecutive defeat in 1980, Nitish Kumar had thought of doing 
some business and in fact, had become a dummy investor in 
Peerless Insurance for some time. 


The man who started with a pillion ride on a bike went on to 
occupy the front seat of State politics. 
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Munna Sarkar recalls how Nitish would not give up in the face of 
his electoral defeat in the 1977 Assembly polls against the mighty 
Bhola Prasad Singh. Nitish, working mostly from his Bakhtiarpur 
home, would move around the Harnaut Assembly segment of 
Nalanda and would engage the public. Sarkar says Karpoori Thakur 
had great influence on Nitish Kumar. On one occasion, when 
everyone wanted to invite the sports minister as the chief guest 
for a cricket tournament, Nitish floated the idea of inviting a Dalit 
rickshaw puller as the chief guest. The man, who later cultivated 
his constituency among scheduled caste Mahadalits, had sown his 
ideological seeds in Nalanda. 


Nitish Kumar had been wary of money and muscle power in 
politics and at times would say he was a misfit in politics. But his 
mother Parmeshwari Devi, says Sarkar, had bigger faith in her 
son’s ability than anyone else. She would make it a point to give a 
part of her pension savings for Nitish’s nomination for every 
election. Nitish Kumar was fondly addressed as Munna by his 
mother. ‘At times, when she would address him as Nitish, he 
would interrupt asking his mother to address him only as Munna’, 
recalls Munna Sarkar, who stopped taking Nitish on the pillion, 
only after Nitish became an MLA from Harnaut. (1) An MLA 
would get a government vehicle two days in a month and Nitish 
would ensure he attended all important meetings of the district 
and the block on those days. Munna Sarkar, a neighbour of 
Nitish Kumar in Bakhtiarpur, had been associated with Kumar 
since the JP Movement. Besides Sarkar, Nitish Kumar’s close 
circle included Manikchand Saroj Kumar and Janardhan Sharma 
from his Bakhtiarpur days. 


Unlike Lalu Prasad, Nitish Kumar never overtly played caste 
politics, even though he has been very meticulous with his 
caste arithmetic behind the scene. Nitish Kumar does not like to 
talk much about the 1994 Kurmi Chetna rally, one of the biggest 
political landmarks of his career, giving him a pan-Bihar image 
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and also confidence to come out of the shadow of Lalu Prasad. But 
the rally was not Nitish Kumar’s idea, nor did it use Nitish Kumar’s 
face. Nor was any poster of Nitish Kumar used for the rally. It is a 
rare coincidence that a person—Nitish in this case—emerges as 
a bigger leader after the rally, without having played much role in 
it. And the person who played some role, Satish Kumar (a Kurmi 
leader), has been relegated to unimportance long ago. 


The Kurmi Chetna rally was an idea by a select group of non- 
political persons to give a sense of political empowerment to OBC 
Kurmis, who had been otherwise socially and educationally doing 
pretty well in comparison to other OBC groups, including the 
Yadavs. But the bare truth of the rally was that the biggest Kurmi 
leader of the time and second most powerful leader of the State 
after Lalu Prasad, Nitish Kumar was not willing to support it. 
‘Aap log din me tare dekh rahe hain. Log kahan se aayenge? (you 
people are daydreaming. How would you arrange the crowd for 
the rally)? was Nitish’s response, recalls Biresh Sinha, who was 
part of a group of Kurmi leaders who had gone to meet Nitish 
Kumar after the idea of the rally was mooted. (2) 


While Nitish refused to take active part in it, he did suggest 
addition of the word, ‘Chetna (consciousness or awakening)’ to 
the proposed Kurmi rally, which later became known as the 
Kurmi Chetna rally. While the All-India Kurmi Mahasabha gave 
its banner for the rally later, people like businessman Vinay Singh 
financially supported it. Satish Kumar, an MLA with a Left 
background, joined it and was the only known political face. In 
fact, a young group of 15 Kurmi men like Ajay Singh Rocket had 
been leading the Kurmi Chetna rath, while Anil Kumar, Biresh 
Sinha and Satish Kumar had been coordinating with the team 





from Patna headquarters. “We would run a pilot vehicle before 
hitting a route and people were automatically coming to our 
meetings, even though we had no star speakers. Upper caste 
Bhumihars, who were against Lalu, were supporting us indirectly 
by providing us buses’ says Biresh Sinha. (3) For rallies, they put 


Nitish Kumar | 177 


up portrait of Sharad Pawar and Uma Bharati on the banners and 
posters. As the invitation gatherings and awareness raths criss- 
crossed Bihar, then Inspector General of police, Intelligence, 
Ashish Ranjan Sinha, had started getting feedback of raising a very 
good turnout at the proposed rally. 


Three days before the rally, Nitish Kumar issued a statement saying 
he would not attend it. ‘But a day before the rally, he called us and 
expressed dissatisfaction with the photos of outsiders on the rally 
banners (Pawar and Uma). But we said we cannot change it. Nitish 
Kumar perhaps sensed a good turnout. Plus, Nitish Kumar was still 
with Lalu, who did not want any other Kurmi leader to take credit 
for the rally and emerge as the leader. Nitish agreed to come. He 
did not attack Lalu but when Bhola Prasad Singh came to speak, he 
said it was sin to name Lalu. He got thunderous applause. That 
very moment would have given confidence to Nitish to chart his 
own course in politics. Nitish Kumar did not do anything for the 
rally. Yet, he hijacked it’, says Sinha, adding how the rally’s direct 
output was the formation of the Samata Party. Biresh comes from 
the same village, Kalyanbigha, as Nitish Kumar. (4) 


The rally had made them confident of winning 1995 Assembly 
polls so that several leaders had started discussing even cabinet 
formation and departments they would handle as ministers. The 
1995 Assembly poll results gave the Samata Party only seven seats. 
Nitish was down. In internal party meetings he discussed aligning 
either with the Congress or the BJP. Most leaders wanted to go 
with the Congress. A few months before, LK Advani had taken 
along George Fernandes and Nitish Kumar to the Mumbai 
convention of the BJP. Nitish Kumar had refused to share the dais 
with Bihar BJP stalwart Kailashpati Mishra, to open statue of Sardar 
Vallabhbhai Patel at Obra (Aurangabad). 


Cut to the 2004 Lok Sabha poll campaign, when Nitish Kumar 
had been contesting from Barh. A villager had looked menacingly 
at the NDA candidate, stopped by him barely for half a minute 
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and said ‘you should build a hospital in this area’ and left before 
Kumar could say anything. Nitish Kumar would often recount this 
small story to tell how a common man felt the need of development 
after the Lalu-Rabri rule (or misrule). Nitish Kumar had already 
been instrumental in bringing an NTPC unit to Barh. He had also 
brought a railway wheel factory to his hometown Harnaut, during 
his stint as Union railway minister. When he went to the 2004 
Lok Sabha election riding pillion on Vajpayee’s ‘India Shining’ 
campaign, he had been pretty confident of his victory from Barh 
(the Lok Sabha constituency that ceased to exist after delimitation 
before the 2009 Lok Sabha polls). He had also been contesting 
from Nalanda. In Barh, RJD nominee Vijay Krishna defeated Nitish 
because of the RJD’s social combination—the party had surprised 
all by winning 22 Bihar seats. 


After the Barh loss, Mokama JD(U) leader and former Bihar 
Information and Public Relations department minister Neeraj 
Kumar had gone to meet Nitish Kumar at his Patna residence 
and said out of frustration, ‘development cannot win elections’. 
A calm Nitish Kumar said: ‘One must never lose patience in 
politics. Development will become an election agenda in Bihar 
sooner or later.’ (5) Nitish Kumar stuck to this plan when he 
started Nyay Yatra (the new journey rally) in the run-up to the 
2005 Assembly poll campaign; he moved across the State with 
the theme of ‘development with justice’. While returning from one 
such trip in the Maoist-hit area of Gaya district, he asked his 
supporters why shops were closed by 8 pm. One of them said it 
was usual in Maoist areas and suggested a quick return to safer 
Gaya town for a night stay. Nitish kept mum but got the message. 
In another instance, he was upset when a supporter at Bihta, a 
suburban town of Patna, was talking about the fact that there was 
no night show in cinema halls in Bihta because of the fear factor. 
Nitish Kumar resolved that this had to change soon. His entire 
Nyay Yatra dwelt on law and order situation, besides poor roads 
and little trace of governance. 
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As the 2005 February election had brought a fractured mandate, 
giving 29 seats to Ram Vilas Paswan’s party, LJP, all attempts by 
the JD(U) to form government either with the NDA or with the 
RJD-Congress, had failed. Paswan had declared himself ‘king 
maker and one who held the ‘key’ to any government formation 
in Bihar. Paswan had put forth a condition—making a Muslim 
chief minister. It was a challenge to Lalu Prasad, to prove if he 
really was a votary of Muslims, or would he stick to his family for 
power. There was no way the BJP-Nitish combine could have 
accepted it. The RJD, despite being the single largest party, could 
not form a government. Paswan’s political recalcitrance forced 
another election after a brief stint of President’s Rule in Bihar 
in 2005 end. The decision to impose President’s Rule had also 
come under scanner but the State had anyway exhausted options 
to form a government. ‘It was quite possible that we would have 
accepted Paswan as a CM—but he had never said so, instead 
insisted on a Muslim CM. In any case, LJP had missed a historic 
chance in government formation, with the highest ever seats they 
had won’, says a senior BJP leader. 


Bihar again went to polls in November 2005. This time, Nitish 
went with the BJP. The NDA had not yet declared its CM face. It 
was only after encouraging field reports from the first phase of 
polls that the BJP’s central leadership, especially Arun Jaitley, 
convinced Atal Bihari Vajpayee and LK Adani to project Nitish 
Kumar as the NDA’s CM face. 


Sushil Kumar Modi recalls: 


‘I sensed the mood of the Central leadership and announced the 
candidature of Nitish Kumar in Patna. Nitish Kumar was obviously 
overwhelmed and called me to say that he would repay it someday.’ 
Projecting Nitish as CM still had some hiccups. (6) 


Nitish Kumar says: ‘During the Bhagalpur rally, Vajpayeeji had to 
announce my candidature as CM. He dwelt at length on the Kislay 


180 | JPTO BJP 


kidnapping case' and also praised me a lot, but did not say what 
he had to say (about my being their CM face). Maybe, it slipped 
his mind.’ (7) 


But from the second phase onwards, there had been clarity in NDA 
camp and this romped home to simple but clear opportunity. The 
man from Kalyanbigha, who had become MLA in his third attempt 
in 1985, had finally arrived in Bihar after traversing through the 
Lok Sabha route and serving as Union railway minister. 


Nitish first decided to set governance right—straight from law and 
order. Then additional director general of police Abhayanand (who 
later became DGP) was part of his core team to implement the 
concept of speedy trial, which paved the way for faster convictions 
and inculcated a sense of fear among criminals. All police stations 
were strictly asked to keep an eye on their list of bad elements. Night 
patrolling was intensified. Slowly, market places began staying open 
till 10 pm in district towns. 


Caste violence that had been the order of the day during the 
Lalu-Rabri regime (380 people killed in 33 massacres between 
1990 and 2003) was dealt with by implementing panchayat 
elections in 2006 with 50 per cent reservation for women and 
20 per cent for EBCs. This proved a master stroke. After elections, 
several people from the OBC and EBCs got their share of power 
and a chance to participate in governance. Mukhiyas were given 


i. Kislay was a 14-years-old when he was kidnapped in Patna city on 19 January 
2005, when on his way to board his school bus. But police were unable to trace 
him even after a week. The incident sparked a massive public outcry against 
the spurt in kidnappings of schoolchildren in the State, where the law and order 
situation was at its worst under the RJD government. 

Prime Minister Vajpayee, who was in Bihar to campaign for the National 
Democratic Alliance ahead of the assembly elections, picked up the issue at 
a rally. ‘Kahan hai mera Kislay (Where is my Kislay)?’ he questioned the 
government while addressing a gathering in Bhagalpur on 27 January. 

Source: Hindustan Times. 
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funds from Central and State treasuries to implement several 
schemes in villages. Decentralisation of power at the village level 
had automatically addressed Maoist problems, which had been 
on the wane since 2003 and resurfaced just once in 2009 when 
16 OBCs and Dalits were killed in Alauli in Khagaria. 


It was also the benevolent effect of a flurry of schemes for 
scheduled caste people, christened Mahadalits by Nitish, much 
to the displeasure of Dalit leader Ram Vilas Paswan. The OBCs— 
the Koeris and the Kurmis of Khagaria—were upset by Nitish’s 
schemes and targeted Nitish Kumar, saying Nitish had been taking 
his fellow caste for granted in his newfound love for scheduled 
caste Mahadalits, in order to create a new constituency. 


Sushil Kumar Modi says: ‘The biggest success of NDA-I was 
empowerment of women at the panchayat level. Several village 
women from their half-veils had become mukhiyas (village council 
chiefs) and felt empowered. They rose in confidence and women 
had started becoming a caste-neutral constituency.’ (8) 


Reservation for women and EBC in panchayats will surely go 
down in history as one of the biggest social empowerment tools 
under Nitish. It was a deft move to give 50 per cent reservation 
to women in governance when the Centre was still discussing 
gender parity without having done anything concrete. Women 
mukhiyas begun attending meetings even as husbands of most 
of them were de facto mukhiyas. This was the period when 
terms like Mukhiya Pati (MP) and Sarpanch Pati (SP) was used 
conversationally as a matter of derision. But surely, womenfolk 
from villages had tasted some kind of power. 


During a meeting of mukhiyas at the SK Memorial Hall of Patna 
in 2007, a woman mukhiya put up an interesting demand. 
‘The address “Madam” for a woman mukhiya looks too lame, we 
should be addressed as Sir’ she had said as the audience burst 
into laughter. (9) But the joke was on those who had laughed. 
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When journalists would ask Nitish Kumar about derogatory terms 
like Mukhiya Pati and Sarpanch Pati, he would say, ‘let their 
husbands wield some power by proxy in the first term, but by the 
second term, women mukhiyas will start realising their power’. 
Panchayati Raj did help in creating a cadre at the grassroots for 
JD(U) in particular. Its alliance partner BJP has anyway been a 
cadre-based party. The Panchayati Raj system gave a real big 
opportunity for Nitish Kumar to build his party organisation. 
Nitish Kumar followed it up with a winning bicycle scheme for 
girls, scholarships for non-upper caste students in schools. For 
Mahadalits" and scheduled castes constituting 16 per cent of the 
State population, 19 welfare and education and housing schemes 
were announced. 


Nitish, an electrical engineer by training, had turned into a social 
engineer. He had famously said after his 1977 Assembly loss at a 
Patna coffee house that he would get Bihar power one day, by 
hook or by crook. He was so right—he had both hooks and crooks. 
Elements like Mokama muscleman Anant Singh, Manoranjan 
Singh Dhumal and Sunil Pande were some of the crooks. While 
deftly doing his social engineering, Nitish maintained fine balance 
between governance and politics. While his Mahadalit politics 
would become too obvious at times, his educational reforms began 
to reduce the school drop-out number at secondary school level. 
The sight of girls going on bicycles was like a picture postcard. 
Nitish Kumar once said, if he had to make a picture of Bihar under 
his regime, he would draw pictures of girls bicycling their way to 
school. Everything had been doing so well, looking so well because 
he was better in comparison with Lalu Prasad and Rabri Devi. 


The 2009 Lok Sabha and 2010 Assembly polls were not just the 
electoral climax of Nitish Kumar as an astute politician, but also as 
one who had now started dreaming big. Such was the popularity 


ii. Extremely Backward Classes - EBCs. 
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of Nitish Kumar in 2009 Lok Sabha polls that he just shared one 
public platform with the NDA PM candidate LK Advani. He had 
also ensured that his then béte noire, Narendra Modi did not get to 
campaign in Bihar. He had even gone on record to say when there 
is a ‘Modi (Sushil) in Bihar, there is no need for another Modi’. 
It is a different matter, that Nitish’s this one sentence of praise for 
his deputy and my 2012 interview of Sushil Modi for The Indian 
Express (in which Sushil had described Nitish as ‘PM material’ 
hurt the Bihar’s Modi, politically. (10) So much so that he lost out 
in the Rajya Sabha race to RSS-backed Gopal Narayan Singh in 
2016. Sushil Modi’s office was in utter disbelief when Narayan 
Singh was the chosen one. The buzz was that Singh got the 
RS berth because of his good connections with RSS. As Sushil 
Modi had been close to Arun Jaitley, he was sure to get the 
RS berth and probably a ministerial stint at the Centre. But that is 
another story and it is also quite a story how the other Modi had 
to struggle hard to stay afloat in Bihar politics. 


Sushil Modi had started working on his revival plan with the 


unearthing ofa soil scam" involving the Lalu family and eventually 


built up momentum, leading to a CBI raids on Lalu’s house in July 
2017. It forced the Grand Alliance to split and Nitish returned 
to the NDA fold. What Narendra Modi could not do in the 2015 
elections with a flurry of rallies in Bihar, Sushil Modi perhaps 
did with 30-odd Press conferences and new exposes against the 
Lalu family. 


iii. A public interest litigation (PIL) was filed in the high court on April 7 seeking 
an independent inquiry either by the CBI or a judicial probe into the case 
involving alleged purchase of soil of more than %g90 lakh by the Sanjay 
Gandhi Biological Park, Patna, from a firm associated with the then State 
environment and forest minister Tej Pratap Yadav. The PIL named chief secretary 
Anjani Kumar Singh, principal secretaries of the environment and forest, and 
urban development departments and director of the Sanjay Gandhi Biological 
Park, Patna, Nand Kishore, as other parties to the case. 
The Telegraph. 
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Nitish since 2009 


The 2009 Lok Sabha template in Bihar did not go at all with the 
national script. NDA did not inspire confidence of coming to power 
against moderately better-placed UPA under Dr Manmohan Singh. 
Yet, it had been Nitish Kumar all the way in Bihar. He did create 
some flutter by saying that he would support any government that 
gave ‘special category’ status to Bihar. 


One scene from the 2009 poll campaign that stands out in my 
memory is the nomination filing of JD(U) candidate Ram Sundar 
Das from Hajipur, against the mighty LJP candidate Ram Vilas 
Paswan. There had been a surge of people at Nitish’s rallies. It was 
a crowd for Nitish Kumar on Paswan’s turf. Most political experts 
had doubts about the 89-year-old Das upsetting Paswan, who 
had told me during his campaign trip that Nitish should have 
fielded a younger man rather than the wizened old man. Paswan 
had been so dismissive of Das, a former CM. But the seasoned 
Paswan and a ‘political weather scientist’ got his forecast wrong. 
He lost his Hajipur, whose banana and Paswan were synonymous.. 
This was the new high for Nitish Kumar. He had decimated Lalu’s 
party and also his second individual rival, Paswan. 


For Nitish, his political journey was coming full circle; from being 
a sulking loser in the 1977 Assembly polls to a leader who had 
defeated all the big and mighty in the 2009 LS elections. The 2010 
Assembly polls marked the crescendo of his career, building 
effortlessly like music. Nitish had got all his social and political 
calculations rights since 2009. 


The 2010 BJP national executive meet in Patna did not go quite the 
Nitish way. In fact, it looked scripted to organise the BJP meet 
under Nitish’s nose without his consent. Then Gujarat CM and 
now PM Narendra Modi also came to attend the meet. The BJP 
had placed prominent advertisements in Bihar newspapers 
showing pictures of Narendra Modi and Nitish holding their 
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hands aloft in a 2009 Haryana rally. It also drew attention to the 
Gujarat government's contribution of 75 crore to Bihar flood 
relief fund. This was the first obvious national posturing by Modi. 
It did not go down well with Nitish, who looked tense during the 
media interaction at a Patna hotel. 


Shivanand Tiwary, who had accompanied Nitish, says: 


“Nitish was livid with the advertisement. There was no relevance 
of displaying a Haryana picture and that Narendra Modi was 
taking credit for giving 75 crore in flood relief to Bihar. So many 
people still believe that I was instrumental in provoking him 
against Modi. But I had only endorsed his line of thinking.’ (11) 


Nitish’s infamous cancellation of a dinner invitation, followed 
with Nitish putting a rider that Narendra Modi must not come to 
the dinner, put the top BJP leaders in a sort of huddle. Finally, 
LK Advani and Sushma Swaraj took the call that either all would 
go or no one would attend. The cancellation of the dinner further 
strained the relationship between the two alliance partners. It 
reflected during 2010 polls, with Sushil Modi once refusing to 
share the dais with Nitish. But the partnership stayed afloat amidst 
the chill and grim faces. 


Shekhar Gupta, then editor-in-chief of The Indian Express, had 
come to Bihar. At the time of departure, he asked me, ‘What is 
your sense?’ I had answered, ‘it should be 150 plus seats for the 
NDA’, He said with a wink, ‘It could be much more’. He was so 
right. NDA won 206 of the 243 seats—JD(U) got 115 and BJP 91. 
The careful reading of the number said JD(U) had been only 
short of seven seats for a simple majority on its own. This gave 
Nitish Kumar the first valid reason to nurse a national ambition. 
By 2012 June, Nitish Kumar had started making his first line of 
demarcation when he said a PM candidate should be of ‘clean and 
secular image’. When reporters asked him to clarify, Nitish said: 
‘Golden words are not repeated.’ 
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Narendra Modi’s subsequent win in the Gujarat Assembly polls 
and the BJP making him the campaign committee head in 2013, 
in preparation for the 2014 Lok Sabha polls crystalised BJP’s 
politics. Nitish was now ready to quit the Grand Alliance. Sushil 
Kumar Modi says: ‘Nitish Kumar had not hidden anything about 
our differences and we knew he was drifting away. He wanted 
BJP ministers to meet one last time at the CM’s House. The party 
decided that we should go. The idea was that we must not be the 
ones to resign. It was his call to quit or stay, not ours.’ (12) 


The 2014 Lok Sabha polls saw a triangular fight between the 
RJD-Congress, the NDA coalition and the JD(U) going it alone. 
There was a marked difference between Nitish of 2010 and Nitish 
of 2014. He looked forlorn and unsure during his entire poll 
campaign. He attended 216 public meetings during the campaign, 
playing audio of a %15 lakh assurance. He derided the BJP as 
‘Badka Jhutha Party (party of liars)’ and attacked the Congress-led 
Centre for not giving Bihar special category status. But 2014 
had been Narendra Modi all the way. There had been frenzied 
crowds everywhere, hanging on to his every word and responding 
to every poser with yes and no. BJP had won the battle before 
going to the polls. Lalu Prasad did get good crowds from 
predictable constituencies. Nitish got moderate to low crowds. 
The Three-way contest suited the BJP perfectly, social combination 
wise or otherwise. Nitish was decimated. His party was reduced 
from 20 to two seats. 


Smaller parties like the LJP and the RLSP had six and three seats. 
The RJD retained four seats. Nitish Kumar descended from the 
2009 Everest to meet his Waterloo in 2014. He was down and 
out as the State chief minister, taking moral responsibility for 
JD(U)’s loss. He vacated the official CM’s residence and settled 
in 7, Circular Road, close to Lalu’s 10, Circular Road house. He 
knew he had to reboot his politics, which was only three houses 
away. It happened that way. 
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Nitish conceded his ties with Lalu, in an interview to me: 


‘My development card did not pay off. All Narendra Modi’s cards 
had clicked. I needed the mass base of Lalu Prasad to revisit my 
political calculations.’ (13) 


As third term (officially the fourth if the seven-day 2000 stint is 
included) drew to a close, Nitish faced tough questions on his 
development plank. 


But some good things first. 


The real Bihar story in the third term (2015-2020) is that of 
Bihar’s transition to electricity from the lantern age. Two things to 
distinguish Nitish and Lalu without any argument are roads and 
electricity. Nitish Kumar had known by 2005 that Bihar could no 
longer be fed on Socialist and social empowerment slogans and 
people needed something concrete. He got roads and bridges, 
during his first tenure and expanded it to overhaul infrastructure 
by making thousands of schools, hospitals and other government 
buildings and into his second and third tenure. But one thing that 
kept troubling him was the poor electricity supply, half of rural 
Bihar unelectrified till late 2013. 


Electricity 


On 15 August 2012, while speaking at Patna’s Gandhi Maidan, 
Nitish Kumar grandiloquently announced that he would not seek 
votes if he was not able to get electricity to each Bihar household 
by the 2015 Assembly elections. This announcement struck a 
chord in people, even with the Opposition and Prime Minister 
Narendra Modi unsuccessfully tried to attack Nitish on the power 
front during the bitterly-fought 2015 Assembly elections. 


There is an interesting tale before I tell you Bihar’s power story. 
It was the time when Lalu Prasad had not yet decided to project 
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Nitish Kumar as the CM candidate of the Grand Alliance. I had 
gone to Lalu Prasad’s paternal village of Phulwaria, Gopalganj, 
to know what Lalu’s villagers think about the political situation. 
Lalu Prasad’s villagers including some relatives told me that there 
was nothing wrong in projecting Nitish as getting back power was 
more important than who should lead the Alliance. My report 
in The Indian Express also mentioned how Phulwaria had been 
getting only a few hours of electricity supply, only good enough 
to recharge mobile phones. And when I met Nitish Kumar for a 
long interview for my first book, Ruled or Misruled: The Story and 
Destiny of Bihar (Bloomsbury), Nitish Kumar said: ‘That one line 
about low power supply in Phulwaria in your report caught my 
immediate attention and I got officials to improve the electricity 
supply for Phulwaria.’ This one good deed deserved another. 


This was at the time for a political reason but what his government 
did later for power reforms has its impact on entire Bihar. One story 
that perhaps describes the importance of electricity and what the 
craving for it could do. It is a story from the twin Koyli and Khutaha 
villages of Bhagalpur. By 2007, what the twin villages had got for 
their efforts were 25 poles without wires—and 20 murders. ‘The 
first killing happened soon after the administration decided to 
electrify the two Yadav-dominated villages... The first set of poles 
were put up at Koyli in 1991. But in the dead of night, a group 
of youths from Khutaha crossed the nullah that separates the 
villages, uprooted the poles and carried them to their village; 
Khutaha’s 10,000-strong village could not let the insult from Koyli 
pass. Ranjit Yadav, 25, of Koyli was the first victim of the gunfights 
that followed. Koyli got its revenge four years later: three from 
Khutaha were shot dead in August 1995.’ (20 lives for powerless 
poles, The Telegraph, 6 October 2007). Ever since, 16 more have 
been killed. (14) 


Bihar State Electricity Board (BSEB) was unbundled into five 
companies on 1 November 2012. The energy department had 
been struggling to collect bills even from government departments. 
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Once, Bihar Military Police-5 did not pay electricity bill and the 
energy department cut electricity supply for the policemen, who 
were livid with the electricity department officials. The policemen 
soon got an opportunity to take their subtle revenge against the 
energy department officials, when some Vidyut Bhavan employees 
fought among themselves and the police had to be called. The 
policemen barged into the energy headquarters and beat up 
several employees. It was the lowest point in the department’s 
history. Morale was bruised like never before. 


Senior bureaucrat Pratyaya Amrit, who joined as principal 
secretary of the energy department on 10 June 2014, recounts: 


‘We faced the first challenge of rebooting Deendayal Upadhyay 
Gram Jyoti Yojana (previously, Rajiv Gandhi Gramin Vidyutikaran 
yojana) because 16 and 25 KVA transformers, which were originally 
meant for BPL families, would often trip because of overloading. 
APL families would also take illegal connections. We learnt that 
some 40,000 transformers of 16/25 KVA had become dysfunctional. 
Our second reason for concern was that no discom bidder had 
been accepted because of the high rates being quoted by discoms. 
Third, we had no transmission evacuation capacity. Fourth, there 
was no organised field set-up to take up the challenge.’ (15) 


This was the time when Nitish Kumar had handed over the BSEB’s 
reins to Jitan Ram Manjhi, who took up electricity reforms to 
pursue his master’s scheme of things. 


Amrit and his team started identifying problems. He got a World 
Bank team to asses how many days it takes for the energy 
department to clear dues of an energy company and at what 
level files get stuck up in the bureaucratic rigmarole. To his utter 
dismay, the WB team found that it took 127 days—the prime 
reason for electricity distribution companies quoting higher rates 
during bidding. By September 2014, new payment policy came 
into effect mandating 75 per cent payment of the bill raised by a 
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company in 15 days, and 25 per cent after physical verification of 
work done—but surely before raising of the next bill by the 
company. It helped bidders quote lower rates and attracted top 
companies of the country to participate in the tenders for the 
planned power system overhaul. 


By that time, of Bihar’s 39,038 revenue villages, about 20,000 
villages were still mostly un-electrified. Supply and projects were 
separated. Now, separate executive engineers for supply and new 
schemes were assigned. New outsourced vehicles were given to 
engineers to visit the villages. Nitish Kumar had returned as CM 
in February 2015, replacing Jitan Ram Manjhi. Just when he had 
been discussing his new governance agenda with then advisor 
Prashant Kishor and some IAS officers, Pratyaya Amrit told the 
CM that his rural electrification scheme had been a non-starter 
because of two reasons—poor capacity transformers meant only 
for BPL families and stalemate over payment share between the 
Centre and the State. ‘I impressed upon him to give the energy 
department’s State share of funds for the rural scheme and make 
it a “har ghar Bijli (electricity to every home)” plan to cover all 
households. He readily agreed and said that we have to ensure 
good electricity supply before the 2015 Assembly elections (held 
in November) as he had made a promise in 2012’, says Amrit. 


Over 40,000 transformers of 63 KVA were installed by October 
2015, providing electricity to one crore consumers in one go. 
It was a 719,000 crore project. So, when PM Narendra Modi tried 
to attack Nitish Kumar during the 2015 Assembly polls by asking 
people, ‘Bijli aayi (did electricity come)?’, the rhetoric did not click 
because power flow had started in rural India. Lalu Prasad had 
famously mimicked the PM’s power jibes, defending Nitish. It was 
possible that the PM had not been properly briefed about the 
Bihar efforts. Much before the 2015 elections, then Union power 
minister Piyush Goyal had got Bihar energy secretary to make a 
presentation in Delhi on how Bihar had replaced burnt transformers 
in such a limited time. 
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The assignment of changing transformers was given to only those 
companies who had been awarded work through tenders. Though, 
then deputy CM Sushil Kumar Modi had called it a ‘transformer 
scam’, no adverse remarks were made by subsequent CAG audit 
nor by the vigilance department. ‘Har ghar Bijl had been one of 
the seven resolutions of the Nitish government in the run up to 
2015 elections. ‘Power’ had returned him to power in some way 
against his mighty rival. The journey that had started with just 
21 lakh consumers in 2014 had reached 1.5 crore consumers by 
December 2018. 


Bihar’s success stories were replicated by the Central government, 
which had first acknowledged the State’s reforms when the Centre 
launched Saubhagya yojana across the country in September 
2018, incorporating the ‘power to every house’ Bihar model of 
implementation. It was preceded by then Union energy secretary, 
Ajay Bhalla and his team’s visit to Bihar, after Amrit had made 
a presentation in Patna before representatives of 17 States in 
August 2018. 


Subsequent power reforms included paperless new electricity 
connections through an App, which did not require any document 
from the consumer. The new meter charges were adjusted in 
consumers’ bills in instalments. The next big thing is implementation 
of prepaid smart meters, which would lessen the loss of the 
energy department. In 2018, Nitish Kumar had assigned the energy 
department with changing 72,000 circuit km of worn-out wires 
worth %3,000 crore, which was completed by December 2019. 


Prohibition 


Nitish Kumar’s decision to impose a liquor ban in April 2016 was 
part of his political plan to broad-base his constituency of women 
and also leave a poster for national politics, especially after he had 
been exhausted of a credible poll result after the split from NDA. 
His good governance plank was worn out and special category 
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status demand for Bihar from the Centre had not been working 
well either. ‘An indicator that Nitish Kumar has been able to tap 
into this spring of goodwill lies in the fact that the participation 
of women in Assembly elections in Bihar, after having risen 
through the 2000s, surpassed that of men in 2010, when the 
Chief Minister sought re-lection at the end of his first full term. 
Election Commission data analysed by The Indian Express show 
that while the turnout of women in the elections of February 
2000, February 2005, and October 2005 lagged behind that of 
men, this gap narrowed from 17.43% to just 2.53% over this 
period. The inflection point was reached in the elections held in 
October-November 2010, when the turnout of women voters 
was 3.37 percentage points more than that of men (54.49% to 
51.12%). And in the elections of October-November 2015, the 
voting percentage among women was a significant 7.16 percentage 
points higher than among men (60.48% to 53.32%).’ 


After coming to power, Nitish had liberalised the government's 
liquor policy in 2008 and as licensed liquor shops spread, 
revenues shot up from 7500 crore in 2005 to about 74,000 crore 
in 2014-15. But this greater access also appeared to directly 
impact the rural poor and women, increased drinking by men 
started to eat into the meagre household earnings in rural Bihar. 
So Nitish, in need of a new votebank, changed strategy and 
brought in prohibition. 


Post prohibition, there were many exhilarating success stories. 
One such example that I had tracked was Manjhiyama (Arwal), 
a village with a population of around 5,500. The most visible 
signs of progress post-prohibition are the rows of 20 new pucca 
houses, including five each in the EBC and SC settlements. ‘With 
the money that villagers have saved, we have seen a boost in 
household income. For example, around 700 litres of milk used 
to be sold from this village every day before prohibition. Now, 
the sale is around 1,000 litres with at least 25 per cent more 
people having started maintaining cows’, said Umesh Sharma, 
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who owns six Jersey cows and counts himself among those who 
have benefited from prohibition. 


‘This was the same village that saw almost 40 per cent of its men, 
aged between 20 and 50, line up at the liquor shop every evening. 
The shop would remain open from morning till midnight’, says a 
local official. (16) 


But there is another side of the prohibition story that started 
hurting Nitish Kumar's scheme of things. As the State government 
began implementing prohibition, over 1.6 lakh people were 
arrested by 2019 end, most of them released later though. Among 
those arrested were poor women and children besides a large 
number of scheduled caste and EBC men and women, most of 
them picked up for consuming liquor. ‘From 45-year-old Maya 
Devi of Munger, a member of the Extremely Backward Bind caste 
who was the first woman to be convicted under the new prohibition 
law, to 65-year-old Hari Das, a Dalit farm worker in Motihari 
district, The Indian Express tracked the faces behind the (prohibition) 
fallout to piece together a tale of helplessness and despair. Maya’s 
son, Jitendra, a part-time auto driver told us: ‘After my father, who 
was handicapped, died a few years ago, my mother went to work 
in Punjab for a few months in 2015. After she returned, she started 
brewing mahua. When prohibition was enforced the next year, 
we warned her, but she said she had no other way to earn a living. 
Most people brewing illicit liquor here are widows, who are not 
trained to do anything else.’ (17) 


Express investigation showed that Scheduled Castes accounted for 
27.1 per cent of arrests while their share in population is just 
16 per cent. Scheduled Tribes make up 6.8 per cent of those arrested 
but form only 1.3 per cent of the population. And the OBC share is 
34.4 per cent of the arrests, and 25 per cent of Bihar’s population. 
The figures were compiled by senior jail officials under the 
Inspectorate of Prisons of Bihar’s Home department. A senior official 
in charge of a central jail said he received a text message from 
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‘headquarters’ on 12 March, asking for a category-wise social 
break-up—General, OBC, EBC, SC, ST—of all inmates detained 
under the prohibition law. The data was compiled and sent to the 
department by the eight jail circles as formal communication under 
their respective letterheads, officials said. (18) 


Education 


A 17 February 2020 verbal order of Patna High Court by Justice 
Anil Kumar Upadhyay in CWJC No 23 of 2020 in Koushal Kishor 
and others versus State of Bihar and others, after termination of 
some guest teachers demanding pay parity in the middle of the 
State Education Board’s Class 10 examination put a question mark 
on the education system in the State. 


‘...What is worrying this Court is not the manner in which 
petitioners have been condemned and their service has been 
discharged without compliance of Principle of Natural Justice but 
the resultant effect of such arbitrary action. Guest teachers were 
engaged to cater to the crying need of education on account of the 
acute shortage of full-time Teachers. It appears that the education 
system in the State of Bihar has gone worse and no one is serious 
about the problem of the education system. It appears that the 
system is only spoiling the future generation, as only formality 
of school education is done in this State. The system cannot be 
improved, so long the officials are allowed to educate their wards 
outside the State of Bihar. The system can only be improved if all 
the officials of the State are compelled to keep their wards in the 
Government run educational institutions, only then the officials 
will see the upliftment of the standard of education. Quality 
instruction by qualified and dedicated teachers is a sine qua non 
of improvement in the educational system. The purity of the 
examination depends upon the quality of instruction imparted. 
The poor people have no option but to send their wards to join 
Government run educational institutions...’ (19) 
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But here are some data that tell us that Nitish Kumar, the ‘turnaround 
man of Bihar, in comparison to Lalu’ has fallen short of real 
development. The figures are revealing and telling. Sikkim is the 
best-performing State with 99 per cent of schools having an ideal 
pupil-teacher ratio. In comparison, only 21.75 per cent schools in 
Bihar meet the target (NITI Aayog, SDG India—Index Dashboard 
(2019-20), Page-65, para-9). Among the States, Himachal leads 
with 39.70 per cent in terms of female labour force participation. In 
comparison, Bihar stands at 2.8 per cent. (NITI Aayog, SDG India— 
Index and Dashboard (2019-20), Pager-79, para-7). At 39.73 per 
cent, Bihar has the highest percentage of drop-out rate at secondary 
school level (NITI Aayog, SDG India—Index Dashboard (2019- 
20), page-65, para-6). The percentage of children under five years 
of age with stunted growth is the highest in Bihar at 42 per cent 
(NITI Aayog, SDG India—Index and Dashboard (2019-20), page- 
41, para-2). As per Ministry of Human Resource Development 
(MHRD) data, Bihar is at 21st position in terms of human 
development index in the country, 14 in the life expectancy, second 
last in women’s literacy percentage, third bottom in maximum 
drop-out at primary school levels. The State is among three States 
with the worst poverty ratio. 


But there are stories of hope too—one such coming from Haj 
Bhavan in the midst of the State capital. A silent story of 
empowerment of Muslim boys and girls (yes, that is the news) 
is coming out slowly and steadily. As some 20 Muslim men and 
women in uniform wait eagerly for me to tell their stories of 
fighting their families, relatives and clergy to come this far, Bihar 
minority welfare department and home department additional 
chief secretary Amir Subhani says, he would only add to their 
stories, once they tell theirs. 


As Haj Bhavan had seasonal use, the State government decided 
to start coaching (written, physical and mains) for Muslims 
candidates, who have either got enrolled at the Haj Bhavan 
coaching centre after a screening test or have qualified PT or the 
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mains of police constable, sub-inspector, excise inspector or Bihar 
Public Services (BPSC) prelims or written exam. The scheme 
coming under Mukhyamantri Alpsankhyak Shiksha Yojana has 
been now extended to six district headquarters. As presence of 
Muslims in uniform services in Bihar is less than 2.5 per cent 
(as against their 17 per cent population), the idea is to make them 
come out—more so for the girls. The seemingly small government 
effort also looks to introducing a revolution in the far-off villages of 
Kishanganj, Araria, Darbhanga, Vaishali, Muzaffarpur and Buxar. 


Meet Excise Police Constable Shabana Aazmi from Pipra, West 
Champaran. This geography graduate is the only Muslim girl from 
her village to come out and dare to take coaching at Haj Bhavan. 
She returned to the village in uniform, to a mixed atmosphere of 
joy, half-acceptance and disbelief of the villagers. Shabana, who is 
good at English, has qualified for SI mains and has been working 
at Haj Bhavan, and has started her training. ‘Haj Bhavan is a life- 
changing experience. Very few believe that the State government 
is providing this almost free of cost. I am a proud Haj Bhavan 
product and so many are raring to become so’, says Shabana, 
adjusting her cap with a sense of pride glowing on her face. 


Then, there is Rozy from Ara, who has become a sub-inspector 
after coaching at Haj Bhavan, fighting resistance from society. 
Razia Sultana from Patna says even though her mother is a Patna 
High Court lawyer, she had to fight to take up a job in uniform. 
Chanda Khatoon, posted as constable in Purnea, is from Atri, 
Gaya, in the vicinity of Bihar’s mountain man Dasrath Manjhi’s 
village. She says: ‘I had filled up a form for constable’s examination 
without telling my family. It was only after I got a call from Haj 
Bhavan, I told my parents about my decision. My farmer father 
was elated, even though most villagers did not like it.’ 


Rizwana Parveen, who has returned to Haj Bhavan as a trainer for 
new batches of students, is a constable with the Darbhanga jail. 
Parveen, who has a masters degree in psychology and is now 
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pursuing doctorate in criminal psychology, recalls facing very 
tough resistance from the clergy. Among the current batch of 
150 students, 20 of them girls, preparing for their SI Mains, is 
Shaheen Firdaus from Valmiki Nagar, West Champaran. Her 
father, who was a small-time social worker with little income, has 
been in coma for seven months after being paralysed. Firdaus, 
working with a private bank earning barely 710,000, is supporting 
her six siblings. ‘I want this uniform for pride. This is possible 
because of the Haj Bhavan experience’, she says. The stories of 
Muslim boys from their journey from village to Haj Bhavan were 
no less challenging. ‘Most villagers believed that it was a sheer 
waste of time to take coaching at a government set-up’, says Haider 
with satisfaction of proving them wrong. 


Amir Subhani says Haj Bhavan has been running the coaching 
institute in the most professional manner possible and has been 
expanding the facility to the districts slowly. ‘We want results, not 
numbers crowding. We are putting our money and efforts where 
results can come and people backing us believe in our efforts’, 
says Subhani, one of the key bureaucrats in Nitish Kumar’s 
team since his first term. (20) Subhani says the idea came up 
in 2010 when the government believed Muslim boys and girls 
needed support and motivation to break the shackles. Bihar 
Administrative Service (BAS) officer Mohammed Rashid Hussain 
is the academic director of the coaching centre affiliated to the 
Maulana Azad Arabic and Persian University. Bihar police Havildar 
Liyaqat Ali is the police coach at the centre. The guest faculty 
includes renowned mathematics and reasoning teacher Shagir 
Ahmed and CBP Srivastava, president of the Centre of Applied 
Research in Governance, and Constitution and polity expert. 


As Rashid Hussain shows us around the coaching centre, it did 
come as a pleasant surprise to see big coaching halls, rest rooms 
with beds with mattresses in a centralised air-conditional set-up, 
a big reading room, a rich library, a well-maintained dining hall 
and more importantly, a separate prayer hall for girls, something 
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not available at most mosques. The entire common place is put 
under CCTV surveillance. ‘Haj Bhavan is a brand’, sums up 
Khusboo from Buxar, a new batch student. ‘This effort is to change 
the minds of the mullahs’, says the girl profusely thanking coach 
Harun Sir and warden Bilkis Bano. So far, over 500 Muslim boys 
and girls have got jobs in the police services and BPSC. 


But the number is not important, the change in attitude is. 


There is change in attitude of Nitish Kumar, the politician as well. 
After his party was reduced to 43 seats, Nitish appeared hesitant 
to become CM. But it was only part of his well-known style 
of political posturing. Top BJP leaders assured him of full 
independence in functioning as the CM, just as before, and the 
BJP is not in a hurry at all. It has accomplished its mission of 
diminishing Nitish. 


Just in a matter of a decade, one can see two shades of Nitish, one 
sparkling green with a narrow saffron border and another of a 
fading green with a radiant saffron overlap. Nitish’s politics vis-a- 
vis Narendra Modi has come a full circle too. The man who did 
not allow Modi to campaign in 2009 Lok sabha and 2010 Bihar 
Assembly polls, was heavily dependent on Narendra Modi for 
seeing the JD(U) through in 2020. It was about two pictures, one 
from the 2009 Haryana rally in which Nitish Kumar and Narendra 
Modi were seen, their hands holding aloft and another of JD(U)’s 
advertisements in vernacular during the 2020 election campaign, 
showing a happy frame of Modi and Nitish. Nitish Kumar, once 
Modi’s prime challenger, has settled as his submissive ally. This is 
surely not a comfortable political framework for Nitish. Nitish 
was rendered speechless when former BBC correspondent 
Manikant Thakur asked him why he (Nitish) should accept the 
CM’s chair now that he was the junior NDA partner. Once upon a 
time, Nitish’s silence used to be eloquent but this round, his 
helplessness screamed. 


RAM VILAS PASWAN 


The Dalit Socialist Caught 
between Two Worlds 





It was only after I insisted on staying in national politics, Ram Sundar 
Das was Singh’s nominee. Lalu Prasad could become CM.... 


When HD Deve Gowda had resigned, three names doing the round 
were those of Mulayam Singh Yadav, Inder Kumar Gujral and Ram 
Vilas Paswan. ... 


On the day of swearing-in, I got a call from Sonia Gandhi who passed on 
the phone to Ahmed Patel, who said Lalu Prasad had been adamant 
on getting railways. Till now, I had learnt that Lalu had been asking for 
either home or defence. 


It was blatant pragmatism that Paswan scaled down from his ideological 
position on Godhra and aligned with NDA in 2014. 


RAM VILAS PASWAN, who had just done his bachelor of law, 
saw an influential person of his Shaharbanni village of Khagaria 
tying up a scheduled caste fellow villager to a tree and beating 
him up. When he asked for the reason, the employer said though 
he had already paid wages to the man, his employee had been 
persistently nagging him with demand for wages. The man, who 
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was tied to the tree, gave another version of the story—his employer 
had got him treated in a government hospital and got him medicines 
from a government hospital but never paid him any wages. Paswan 
released the man and cautioned the influential villager against 
ever doing any such thing to his employees. This was Paswan’s 
leadership skill at work. 


Paswan carried a bit of the rebellious nature of the Kosi river and 
the calmness of Kareh. Paswan’s connection with the two rivers 
had perhaps taught him the art of fighting and tiding over 
challenges. He owed his leadership skills to challenging the 
geographical setting of his village. 


After traversing on the motorable road from Alauli, and crossing 
the Phultoda bridge over Kareh river, one gets a wide angle of the 
geographical setting of Shaharbanni. Lush green maize fields 
sway in the gentle breeze. Shaharbanni is situated at the feet of 
Kosi and Kareh. This is a one-crop area, with floods an annual 
affair. As the village is situated on the highlands, river water does 
not enter the village, which has over 6,000 households, mostly 
of scheduled caste people, followed by the OBC Yadavs, who 
always come into conflict with the scheduled caste people in the 
battle of supremacy. 


After Phultoda bridge, a series of small huts and brick and semi- 
pucca houses welcome one to the village. Ram Vilas Paswan has 
been synonymous with the identity of the village. Two telephone 
towers—one of BSNL, make one realise that Paswan had been 
doing his bit for the village in his tenure as communications 
minister. Mantriji Tola is called so because of Paswan’s long 
stint as Union minister. A modest three-room pucca house has 
a wooden cot on the veranda. Two elderly villagers are taking 
midday siesta. This used to be a mud house till 1998. Paswan’s 
ex-wife Rajkumari Devi stays at the house. Paswan’s relatives take 
care of her. Surprisingly, the house has no portrait of Paswan or 
his parents, nor are there any early-days pictures of Paswan at the 
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village house. Ram Vilas Paswan and his son Chirag visited once 
or twice a year, which was more of a symbolic value to the villagers. 


Paswan’s elder brother (cousin) and childhood friend Arjun 
Paswan says, Paswan’s father Jamun Das, who had three bighas of 
land among three brothers, had made it a point that his sons and 
nephews must study to get out of poverty. 


Arjun Paswan says: ‘It was a team of four—Ram Vilas, Pashupati 
Kumar Paras (Paswan’s younger brother), Birendra and I (cousins). 
We were admitted to a Jagmohra school that had to be reached 
by crossing the Kareh river. During the rains, we would take a 
boat to cross it. After a year, my uncle Jamun Das got a teacher, 
Kanhaiya Prasad, to stay at our home. He would take us to school 
and coach us in the evenings. My uncle had taken it upon himself 
to cook for the four of us and the teacher, who took care of us till 
we were in middle school.’ (1) 


The four Paswan brothers were later admitted to PWD High 
School, Khagaria, where they would stay in the school hostel. 
Arjun Paswan says, Ram Vilas was very active in the hostel meetings 
and showed the first glimpse of his leadership skill here. It was 
a local politician, Lakshmi Arya, who introduced Ram Vilas to 
politics. It was Arya, who had told Ram Vilas to choose between 
‘government and servant’ (choice between becoming a minister 
and taking up job of a policeman) when he had qualified for deputy 
superintendent of police’s examinations. The 1969 Assembly polls 
were nearing. Arya had been instrumental in discussing Ram Vilas 
with senior Samyukta Socialist Party (SSP) leaders in Patna. 


While Paswan chose politics, Arjun became a panchayat sevak. 
Birendra and Paras became teachers. It was only after Ram Vilas 
settled well in politics, that Paras quit his job to take to politics 
and now represents Hajipur in Parliament. Arjun says, none of his 
cousins showed any inclination towards politics but have been 
very proud of what Ram Vilas achieved. Ram Vilas stayed in touch 
with Arjun Paswan and kept abreast of news from Shaharbanni. 
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Manoj Kumar, a Rahimpur village resident and teacher who has 
closely followed Paswan’s politics, says: ‘The rise of Paswan from 
Shaharbanni that has a dominant scheduled caste Mushahar, 
Tiyar and Paswan population, is phenomenal; more so because 
he had no Godfather. We have grown up listening to his stories. 
One such story I heard is that Paswan had turned a peanut seller 
to fulfil his desire to board a train in his high school days. And this 
man went on to become Union railway minister.’ (2) 


But very often, Ram Vilas Paswan came off as a man who liked to 
wear a black prince suit in winters and immaculate white kurta- 
pajama during summers. He was a connoisseur of food and liked 
his meat. His heart complications had restricted his diet but he 
believed in living life king size. He perhaps best suits Ram Manohar 
Lohia’s definition of socialism in which Lohia had said ‘socialism 
is not an equal distribution of poverty, but of prosperity’. 


He was not given to live a simple life in the strict definition of a 
Socialist in the mould of Lohia, George Fernandes or Karpoori 
Thakur. He flaunted his socialism and was not apologetic about 
his riches and his rich wardrobe. Among the Socialist crop of the 
JP Movement, Ram Vilas Paswan and Nitish Kumar have been 
the most meticulous in their dress sense. Paswan was more of 
an Ambedkarite, suited and booted. He was not unkempt and 
dishevelled like Lalu Prasad. 


But this man from Shaharbanni had to work hard to achieve all 
this. This eldest son of Jamun Das, a modest farmer, always 
believed in out-of-the-box thinking. Just when his family was very 
happy with Paswan clearing the test for the post of deputy 
superintendent of police, someone explained to him the ‘difference 
between being “government and servant” and he did not take up 
the job’. He told his father that he wanted to become an MLA. His 
father was greatly annoyed with Ram Vilas but trusted his son. 


Misri Sada had been the undisputed king of the Alauli Assembly 
segment of Khagaria since the first elections in 1952. Left parties 
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would field candidates against him but could never offer Sada any 
resistance. In 1969, the Samyukta Socialist Party (SSP) decided 
to give ticket to a lanky young Paswan. The young man had 
bought a bicycle with the 7250 his father had given him to buy 
some health drinks. He and his friend, Jagdish Mochi, would take 
turns riding bicycles while the other would sit on the front rod 
of the bicycle, to campaign for Paswan. His election symbol was a 
banyan tree. 


Ram Vilas Paswan was purely an accidental choice for the SSP’s 
Alauli seat. SSP leaders like Ramanand Tiwary, Ramjivan Singh 
and Kapildeo Singh had decided to give ticket to the young 
Paswan for his drive and energy. Alauli was anyway a Congress 
bastion and SSP found no harm in giving it a shot with a new face. 
In fact, the Socialists were contesting the seat for the first time. 
Once Ram Vilas Paswan was travelling in a train. He saw Misri 
Sada also in the same compartment and struck up a conversation. 
Sada obviously did not recognise his new rival, Ram Vilas also 
did not introduce himself. Sada was boastful of himself and said 
a young ‘lounda (boy)’ was trying to challenge him in his den. 
The ‘lounda’ was a reference that hurt Ram Vilas. At this time, the 
SSP’s biggest leader Karpoori Thakur did not know Paswan. Only 
Madhu Limaye, then Munger MP, and senior leader Ramjivan 
Singh went to Alauli to campaign for Paswan, who had caught the 
public imagination with his unique style of cycling from door to 
door for his campaign. Till the day of counting, no one had given 
any chance to young Paswan. But as rounds of manual counting 
progressed, Paswan was closing in on Sada and finally defeated 
the mighty Congress leader by over 700 votes. 


Paswan reached Patna. He had been staying at the MLA flat with 
his brother Ram Chandra Paswan (Samastipur MP who died in 
2019). A senior leader came looking for the newly-elected Alauli 
MLA. Ram Vilas, who did not recognise the leader, said the new 
MLA was not at home. The senior politician said: ‘Once Ram Vilas 
Paswan comes, just tell him that Karpoori Thakur has come.’ 
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Paswan was embarrassed. His leader was in front of him and he 
could not recognise him. He touched Karpoori Thakur’s feet and 
apologised after having revealed his identity. 


Karpoori Thakur was elected Samyukta Vidhayak Dal leader. Now, 
the leader of the SSP had to be elected. Names of senior leaders, 
Ramanand Tiwary and Srikrishna Singh, were proposed to choose 
from a meeting of newly-elected MLAs. Ram Vilas Paswan, who 
had coined most of the popular Socialist slogans, used the most 
popular one to raise his protest. ‘The two names suggested are 
from upper caste. What does the slogan “pichhda pawe sau me 
saath (Backwards will get 60 per cent representation)” mean 
then?’ (3) As senior leader Ram Iqbal Singh supported him and 
proposed Paswan’s name for the SSP leader’s office, SSP State 
president Upendra Verma was caught in a dilemma. However, 
he had to follow rules of allowing contests. Paswan got 11 votes. 
Ramanand Tiwary won and became the party leader. Yet, Paswan 
had made his mark in his very first term in the party that had big 
names such as Ram Iqbal Singh, Ram Awadhesh Singh, Bhagwati 
Devi, Kapildeo Singh and Hukumdev Narayan Yadav. 


Ram Vilas Paswan told me: ‘I was a ladaku (fighter) type leader. 
Naxal type ka dimaag tha (1 had thought process like Maoists). 
I did not have much faith in parliamentary democracy. It was only 
in the course of the JP Movement that I learnt and understood the 
value of parliamentary democracy.’ (4) 


After Ram Vilas Paswan, there has not emerged another Dalit 
leader of equal acumen in Bihar. Though there have been strong 
regional leaders like Ramai Ram, Uday Narayan Choudhary and 
Shyam Rajak, they hardly reflected Dalit assertion. BJP leader 
Sanjay Paswan did go on to become Union minister, his one act of 
putting a snake around his neck as a minister proved costly 
for him. Jagjivan Ram’s daughter Meira Kumar did become Lok 
Sabha Speaker, but she too could never shed the image of ‘Babuji’s 
daughter’. Jitan Ram Manjhi was never considered a Dalit leader 
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till Nitish Kumar made him chief minister. But he could not 
enhance his image. The Dalit leaders, right from Bhola Paswan 
Shastri to Ram Sundar Das, who became chief ministers did not 
reflect any Dalit assertion but were stop-gap arrangement in times 
when a combination did not have full majority. Both Jagjivan Ram 
and Ram Vilas Paswan, however, did reflect Dalit voices in national 
politics. But Bihar has not yet got through the third phase of 
natural transfer of power from OBCs to the Dalit. 


Leading author Prasanna Kumar Choudhary, who has written 
Swarg Par Dhawa, with Shrikant, says: ‘From the 1930s till the 
Emergency, Dalit leaders in Bihar had been with the Congress. 
Post-emergency, they were either in the Socialist or the saffron 
camps where they sensed political benefit.’ (5) Dalit leaders in 
Bihar have not gone beyond using the symbolism of BR Ambedkar 
and Bhola Paswan Shastri. There has hardly been any churning in 
Dalit politics as they seem to have settled with power centres, led 
by the NDA or the UPA. 


Paswan shared great camaraderie with Karpoori Thakur. He was 
soon given the position of SSP’s joint secretary, much to the dislike 
of senior leader Ram Bahadur Azad, a labour union leader. Once 
Azad was talking to Raj Narain and George Fernandes. Azad 
registered his protest with them on the first-term MLA Paswan’s 
elevation to joint secretary, saying that Azad had given his several 
years to the party to rise to that level. ‘I was in a fit of rage and said 
it is like a peon wanting to become a district magistrate, just on 
account of long experience. A young IAS joins and becomes the 
DM’, recalled Paswan, as George and Narain were trying to hide 
their smile in front of Azad, who never discussed Paswan again. (6) 


JP wanted Paswan to contest the Lok Sabha election from Hajipur 
but Janata Party had already given ticket to senior leader Ram 
Sundar Das. Paswan went to JP, saying that the Janata Party had 
already announced its candidate from Hajipur. JP was upset. He 
said that he did not know who was Janata Party candidate from 
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Hajipur but JP’s candidate from the constituency was Ram Vilas 
Paswan. Das had to withdraw from the race. Paswan won with a 
record margin and also got a mention in the Guinness Book 
of world records for winning by the biggest margin. Ram Vilas 
Paswan was perhaps destined to clash with another tall Dalit 
leader, Ram Sundar Das. Thirty-two years later, Das had his sweet 
revenge by defeating Paswan from Hajipur as JD(U) nominee 
in 2009. 


Paswan said while JP, Choudhary Charan Singh and Raj Narain 
wanted to join the Union cabinet in 1977, Jagjivan Ram had some 
other Dalit leader in mind. As Paswan was too young and not 
old enough to become minister, he took Karpoori Thakur’s 
advise. It was only after Charan Singh and Karpoori Thakur had 
differences that Singh once told Paswan how he could not become 
Union minister, ‘because Jagjivan Ram and Karpoori Thakur’ did 
not want him to become one. 


A senior Socialist leader recalls: ‘Paswan had been deputy 
parliamentary party leader of Lok Dal, the principal Opposition 
party after the 1980 polls. Paswan formed a specialised Dalit wing, 
Dalit Sena, in 1980. As Karpoori Thakur’s politics revolved around 
EBC and Dalit politics, he did not appreciate Paswan’s idea. But 
Karpoori Thakur did not stretch it.’ 


Their differences surfaced in 1986, after Paswan was not sent to 
the Rajya Sabha. Paswan had lost the 1984 Lok Sabha elections. 
Karpoori had preferred Ram Awadhesh Singh instead of Paswan. 
There had been a letter war between Paswan and Thakur. Senior 
journalist Surendra Kishore, who worked as personal assistant of 
Karpoori Thakur, says: ‘Ram Awadhesh was sent to Rajya Sabha 
because he had helped Karpoori Thakur in becoming Leader of 
Opposition.’ (7) 


Paswan said he was hurt because he had never deserted Thakur, not 
even when Lok Dal was divided into Lok Dal (K) and Lok Dal (C). 
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‘Karpoori Thakur would always be under pressure as he came from 
a community that had very little population in Bihar. After 1980, 
Yadav politicians had started dominating EBC leader Karpoori’, said 
Paswan, who always stayed with Karpoori Thakur. (8) 


After the formation of the Janata Dal under VP Singh, Sharad 
Yadav and Lalu Prasad had been trying to corner Paswan. These 
two leaders had been instrumental in denying the 1989 Lok Sabha 
ticket to Paswan from Hajipur. He had to shift to the Rosera seat. 
After VP Singh became prime minister, Paswan became close to 
him. The Dalit leader had once said: “VP Singh is my God.’ He was 
greatly impressed with VP Singh. Paswan’s admiration for Singh 
only grew after Singh implemented the recommendations of the 
BP Mandal Commission report, which had been gathering dust. 
It was Paswan’s department that had been dealing with it, but he 
never rushed to take credit for it. After Janata Dal came to power in 
Bihar in 1990, it was Ram Vilas Paswan, who had been given the 
offer of becoming Bihar chief minister. ‘It was only after I insisted on 
staying in national politics, that Ram Sundar Das became Singh’s 
nominee. Lalu Prasad could become CM only because VP Singh’s 
rival Chandrashekhar had put up Raghunath Jha to divide votes’ 
Paswan said. (9) 


Paswan had a unique quality of getting close to every prime 
minister he had worked under. Though it was Lalu Prasad, who 
had played a key role in making HD Deve Gowda prime minister, 
Paswan got closer to him and is said to have played a role in 
Gowda allowing CBI to prosecute Lalu in the fodder scam case. 


Senior Congress leader Harkhu Jha, son of former Bihar Assembly 
speaker Radha Nandan Jha, recalls how Lalu Prasad had vented 
his ire at PM Gowda allowing CBI to prosecute him. ‘Lalu Prasad 
was still very powerful, with the Janata Dal having a good number 
of MPs. Lalu said, how can a Gowda dare to allow his prosecution? 
The letter to withdraw support from the Gowda government was 
drafted at my residence.’ (10) 
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Paswan’s is quite a story of missing opportunities or letting it go. 
VP Singh always had special admiration and affection for the Dalit 
leader. When HD Deve Gowda had resigned, three names doing 
the round were those of Mulayam Singh Yadav, Inder Kumar 
Gujral and Ram Vilas Paswan. 


Paswan once disclosed: ‘While going to a newspaper, my wife 
Reena read a news item about me being in the race for PM. I had 
no clue. I later learnt that VP Singh had dropped my name. As 
there was political uncertainty, my wife said there was no point 
becoming PM like Chandrashekhar for four months, and moving 
around with SPG for the rest of our lives. I went to meet VP Singh, 
who said he wanted me to see the PM. There had been no 
unanimity on Mulayam Singh Yadav either, despite Harkishan 
Singh Surjeet’s liking for him but Lalu Prasad was against Mulayam. 
I was at my peak and was Union railway minister. But I did not 
want to lead an unstable government. I politely told Singh not 
to discuss my name further. As there had been clashes of egos in 
the Janata Dal camp, Inder Kumar Gujral was a compromise but 
consensus choice.’ (11) 


It is an irony that two biggest Dalit leaders of Bihar—Jagjivan 
Ram and Ram Vilas Paswan—were caught in the dilemma of 
choosing between the centre and State. Jagjivan nursed big 
national ambition, wanted to be prime minister and had also 
quit the Congress briefly, because of his ego clash with Indira 
Gandhi. In a State where caste continues to play a dominant role, 
scheduled caste Paswans account for about six per cent votes and 
took Ram Vilas Paswan as their undisputed leader. Even though 
Bhola Paswan Shastri had emerged as the leader of the Paswans by 
becoming chief minister in the 1970s, he seldom had a pan-Bihar 
appeal like Ram Vilas Paswan. In all three-way electoral contests, 
Paswan, the Dalit leader in the Socialist camp, always played a key 
role for any combination. He will be sorely missed. 


Even though Paswan had limited vote-base, he was taken as a 
leader who had seldom spoken against upper castes like Lalu 
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Prasad. Paswan never carried the image of an antagonist to the 
upper caste. In fact, he credited upper caste leaders like JP and VP 
Singh for being his role models and Ramanand Tiwary, Ramjivan 
Singh and Kapildeo being instrumental in his political growth. 
Ever since he had formed LJP in 2000, the party has played its role 
either for the UPA or the NDA. The only time Paswan got his 
calculation wrong was in the 2009 Lok Sabha election, when 
Paswan was not a part of the government at the Centre. 


Guru Prakash, a political analyst and assistant professor at Patna 
University, says: ‘After Jagjivan Ram, there has been a vacuum in 
Dalit leadership. Bhola Paswan Shastri did emerge as chief minister 
but was used as a placeholder by the Congress. The present Dalit 
leadership has survived at the behest of bigger mainstream political 
parties. Leaders like Ram Sundar Das, Ram Vilas Paswan and Jitan 
Ram Manjhi could not go beyond their respective castes. Hankering 
after power and absence of a clear political vision has been mainly 
responsible for this.’ (12) 


In 2000, Paswan was the third Bihar JP scion to have his own 
political party—the Lok Janshakti Party (LJP). It was in alliance 
with the NDA for the 2000 Assembly polls. Paswan was again 
caught in a dilemma in 2000, when the NDA was invited to form 
government in Bihar despite having no majority. PM Atal Bihari 
Vajpayee wanted Ram Vilas Paswan to become CM. Paswan, then 
Union minister, was caught in a dilemma. He called up a Socialist 
friend as the mobile phone had already arrived and coincidentally, 
Paswan was telecommunications minister. The politician friend 
asked if Paswan could prove majority, Paswan said, ‘no’. He also 
talked about the offer as being a way to shunt him out from 
national politics. Though the offer was made to him right in front 
of all top leaders including George Fernandes, LK Advani, Nitish 
Kumar, Sharad Yadav and Yashwant Sinha, he requested Vajpayee 
for a brief one-on-one meeting. Paswan told Vajpayee that he 
wanted to continue with national politics. Nitish Kumar was then 
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offered the choice. He took the offer, knowing fully well that it 
was difficult to prove a majority. 


It was in 2000 that Paswan formed his own party, the Lok Janshakti 
Party. All three JP scions had their own parties now. 


After four days of being sworn in as CM, Nitish called up politician 
friend Prem Kumar Mani, who had not spoken to him for months. 
Mani was later called to meet Nitish. Mani recalls: I saw Sushil 
Kumar Modi, Lalan Singh, Sharad Yadav and Ram Vilas Paswan. 
I asked Nitish Kumar if he had got the numbers. He replied in the 
negative. After a while, Nitish Kumar and Sushil Kumar Modi 
went to meet Congress leader Sadanand Singh but returned soon. 
I told him if Sushil Modi was not sworn in as a minister, there was 
still some chance of the Congress lending support. Nitish sighed 
at this. Subsequently, Ram Vilas Paswan, Sharad Yadav and Nitish 
met and decided that Nitish should resign. When I was about to 
leave, I saw Paswan approaching. He got me to sit in his car. He 
closed the car’s gate exultingly and could not hide his happiness 
at Nitish not being able to prove his majority.’ (13) 


How Paswan lost the railways ministry to Lalu Prasad after the 2004 
Lok Sabha elections is yet another story. Lalu Prasad had staged a 
comeback by winning 24 seats. He was now a key stakeholder 
in UPA’s government formation. Paswan, who had earlier held 
telecommunications and railways portfolios in previous terms, 
was offered railways by Sonia Gandhi and Paswan was happy to 
accept it. Paswan often recalls how Sonia Gandhi, his neighbour in 
Delhi, had walked down to his residence with alliance requests 
before the 2004 polls, and the LJP and RJD going together showed 
mutual transfer of votes, greatly benefiting the RJD. 


Paswan recalled: ‘On the day of swearing-in, I got a call from Sonia 
Gandhi who passed on the phone to Ahmed Patel, who said 
Lalu Prasad had been adamant on getting railways. Till now, I had 
known that Lalu had been asking for either home or defence. 
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I sent my brother Pashupati Kumar Paras and party leader Suraj 
Bhan to meet Lalu, who said in his own style, “Yeh Congressi hum 
dono bhai me ladai lagana chahte hai (Congress is pitting us against 
each other)”. I told as much to Patel who said he could send Lalu’s 
letter for the railways portfolio request. I did not want to take the 
oath now. But Patel knew who could make me accept it. VP Singh, 
who was to undergo dialysis, deferred his procedure. Singh met 
Lalu, Sonia Gandhi and later requested me to take oath as minister. 
I could never say no to Singh, my true leader.’ (14) 


Paswan quitting the NDA on account of the 2002 Godhra riots has 
two versions. Paswan had told me in an interview in 2015 that it 
was not because of any ideology but because of Nitish Kumar's 
rivalry with him, and change of his ministry at the Centre that had 
made him quit the NDA then. Paswan, in the company of BJP and 
Nitish, had another version. But one thing was sure—he did take 
away some portion of the Muslim votes from Lalu Prasad in the 
2005 February assembly elections and also those of upper caste 
Bhumihars, especially from central Bihar. This was because of his 
stated position on Godhra. 


Both Lalu and the NDA were short of majority. The Congress did 
not have enough numbers to play any role. LJP had got 29 seats 
and Paswan again held the key to government formation, either 
with Lalu or the NDA. Paswan claimed Nitish had met him twice 
and also ‘offered him the CM’s post and BJP leader Sushil Kumar 
Modi also met him, saying BJP can offer outside support if he were 
to support the NDA’. But Paswan had put forth the condition of a 
Muslim chief minister and had dropped names of RJD leaders 
such as Abdul Bari Siddiqui and Jabir Hussain. But neither 
camp agreed to a Muslim CM. As the stalemate over CM choice 
continued, President’s Rule was imposed in Bihar and the over- 
enthusiastic Paswan lost his key to power. His party was relegated 
from 29 to nine seats in the 2005 November election and rendered 
irrelevant. 2005 was Paswan’s historic blunder. This was his best 
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chance of playing a kingmaker role in State politics even if 
someone else could have become CM. 


Paswan, despite his limited caste base, did play a key role in 
national politics. He is often called a ‘weather scientist’ for sensing 
the correct political mood of the nation. Amitabh Srivastava, 
senior associate editor with India Today, has put it aptly: <... 
Paswan’s ability to read the political wind made him the only 
politician in the country to have been part of eight Union cabinets 
beginning 1989 and having served under six prime ministers: 
Vishwanath Pratap Singh (1989-90), HD Deve Gowda and 
IK Gujral (1996-98), Atal Bihari Vajpayee (1999-2004), Manmohan 
Singh (2004-2009) and Narendra Modi. For someone whose 
vote bank was a mere 6 to 8 per cent of Bihar’s electorate, and 
whose Lok Sabha numbers never touched double digits, it is an 
extraordinary achievement. The only government Paswan was not 
part of in the past 32 years was UPA-II (2009-2014). And that is 
because Paswan had allied with Lalu Prasad Yadav’s Rashtriya 
Janata Dal (RJD) rather than the Congress coalition on the eve of 
the election. He not only lost Hajipur in that election but a sulking 
Congress refused to take him on board even after he entered the 
Rajya Sabha. But it enabled Paswan to switch over effortlessly to 
the saffron camp under Narendra Modi in 2014.’ (15) 


So long as caste and identity politics stay relevant in India, the 
likes of Paswan will stay relevant. Paswan knew his limitations 
and often did pragmatic politics. It was sheer, to an extent blatant, 
pragmatism that Paswan scaled down from his ideological 
position on Godhra and aligned with the NDA in 2014. He said 
his son Chirag, unlike him, is not used to making compromises, 
especially when there is a choice. He had been also candid about 
never holding it personally against Narendra Modi, even during 
times of his differences with him on Godhra. Paswan recalled how 
Modi, then as Gujarat CM, would ask Paswan to keep criticising 
Modi but never stop visiting Gujarat. 
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Senior JD(U) leader and former LJP spokesperson Shailendra Pratap 
Singh recalls: ‘The best part of Paswan was his large-heartedness. He 
never harboured any ill will against his even fiercest political 
adversaries. His magnanimity made him acceptable to all camps. He 
was a great host and also knew very well that the way to the heart is 
through the stomach. He was a master of food diplomacy.’ (16) 


Paswan’s weakness was his family. In the current Lok Sabha, his 
was the first Indian family whose three other members are MPs. 
While his brother Pashupati Kumar Paras is Lok Sabha MP from 
Hajipur, his son Chirag Paswan and nephew Prince Paswan are MPs 
from Jamui and Samastipur respectively. Ram Vilas Paswan was 
Rajya Sabha MP. Of six LJP MPs, three are from the Paswan family. 
I once asked if he could not spot Dalits outside his family, he said 
it was people who voted for them. He said he had tried to give 
prominent positions to Ghulam Rasool Baliyawi, Narendra Singh 
and Sanjay Singh but all of them deserted him. 


Paswan said, among his Bihar rivals, Lalu Prasad and Nitish 
Kumar, he would anytime choose Nitish over Lalu because the 
RJD chief never valued him, and he always had discomfort in 
the company of Lalu Prasad. He openly talked about his special 
liking for Sushil Kumar Modi, who called Paswan a very good 
event manager. ‘He could get hundreds of vehicles for a rally with 
the least effort’, says Sushil Kumar Modi. (17) 


One Bihar leader Paswan did not get along with is former CM, 
Jitan Ram Manjhi, who had once declared himself as a bigger 
Dalit leader than Paswan. Since Bihar does not have a bigger scope 
for Dalit politics like in UP, Paswan wanted to remain the prime 
stakeholder of Dalit politics in the State in his life time. Manjhi 
had tried to challenge him briefly when both were in NDA, but 
Paswan prevailed over Manjhi, who seldom tried to cultivate the 
scheduled caste vote-bank. In the 1990s, when Ram Sundar Das 
was Janata Dal State president, Das had tried to carve his place in 
national politics as the bigger Dalit leader, but Lalu Prasad never 
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allowed it. Janata Dal had presence of a more popular Dalit face in 
Ram Vilas Paswan. Das never believed in politics of conflict as he 
was taken as a gentleman politician. He had his second chance 
to become CM in 1990 but destiny had chosen Lalu Prasad. Das 
had become CM in 1979 because of his malleability but Paswan 
was not known for malleability, and hence, he always fought shy 
of becoming chief minister. 


The politics of Chirag Paswan will continue to stay relevant as 
long as caste system plays a role in Bihar’s politics. Unlike his 
father, he has decided to concentrate more on State politics. He 
told me during an interview during the 2020 poll campaign that 
his prime objective was to reduce the JD(U) to a smaller party. He 
also said how he saw himself as a future ally of the BJP. Chirag did 
succeed in his objective of hurting the JD(U). Chirag is surely 
being discussed as a new emerging leader. 


But before Junior Paswan took to the 2020 Bihar arena, he saw his 
stalwart father, Ram Vilas relinquish his mortal frame. Janardhan 
Ghat at Digha, near the JP Setu, told quite a story. Jayaprakash 
Narayan (JP), after whom the new Ganga bridge is named, seemed 
to be present for Ram Vilas Paswan in life and death. In the 1977 
Lok Sabha polls, when the Janata Party had declared Ram Sunder 
Das as its candidate for Hajipur, JP had announced that Ram Vilas 
Paswan was his candidate. Das had to withdraw and Paswan 
started his journey of parliamentary politics in a grand style by 
winning by a record margin. Thousands of people were present 
during Paswan’s cremation, in between chants of the LJP patriarch’s 
favourite slogan in life—Gunje dharti aasman, Ram Vilas Paswan. 
An old man walked towards the funeral site with his faltering 
steps. The teary-eyed man had a Hindi newspaper in hand showing 
a mugshot of Paswan. ‘Hamra ke Paswanji dikha de (please show 
me the mortal remains of Paswan)’, beseeched the old man. 
His cries went unheard. But then, such unheard cries make one 
Ram Vilas Paswan. 


SAFFRON JOURNEY 


From Acceptance to 
Assertion 





He is a clear favourite of Amit Shah. He is a committed BJP worker 
from ABVP background.... 


The 1974 Movement ended the untouchability of Bharatiya Jana Sangh. 
Bharat Sevak Samaj had organised an RSS camp in Patna, having 
invited its workers and volunteers in 1977 after the Janata Party’s 
victory. Within the Janata Party, BJS had emerged as the biggest group 
with 70 seats. JP came and addressed the camp. 


The entry of Govindacharya as mentor of ABVP proved yet another 
milestone for the rise of the Jana Sangh. 


Seeing tears in the eyes of a Kolkata woman BJP worker, who had not 
prepared anything other than non-veg food for her top leader, Mishra 
said: ‘So what if I do not eat non-veg. I have never taken a vow not to 
eat it. Let me start eating fish from today....’ 


HARI SINGH SOLANKI (69) is outside the mortuary of Delhi’s 
Guru Teg Bahadur Hospital. He has lost his eldest son, Rahul 
Solanki (26) in communal clashes (on 25 February 2020). He had 
left home to buy groceries. On the way back, a bullet hit him on 
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the neck. Other victims include Delhi Police head constable Rattan 
Lal (42), Shahid Khan (22), Deepak (34), Mudassir Khan (35) and 
Mohammed Furkan (32). Their relatives were united in grief, 
which has no religion or profession. 


Visiting US President Donald Trump was still in India’s national 
capital. 


Ashutosh Varshney, a professor of political science at Brown 
University, who has extensively researched religious violence in 
India, believes that the Delhi riots were beginning to ‘look like 
a pogrom’—much like the ones in 1984 and 2002. Pogroms 
happen, according to Prof Varshney, when the police cease to be 
neutral, doesn’t stop riots, and gives the mobs a free hand to go on 
rampage and sometimes ‘explicitly’ help the perpetrators. Evidence 
of police apathy in Delhi has surfaced.... Political scientist Bhanu 
Joshi and a team of researchers visited constituencies in Delhi 
ahead of February’s State elections. They found the BJP’s ‘perfectly 
oiled party machinery constantly giving out the message about 
suspicion, stereotypes and paranoia.’ (1) 


Over a 1,000 km away in Patna, Bihar Chief Minister Nitish Kumar 
was speaking on National Population Register (NPR), National 
Register of Citizens (NRC) and Constitution (Amendment) Act 
(CAA) on 25 February in the Bihar Assembly. (2) 


This was the JD(U)’s first official retract from the BJP position on 
both NPR and NRC after all that ‘chronology samajhiye (understand 
chronology)’ remarks by Amit Shah. The astute politician that 
Nitish Kumar is, perhaps believes in the Friday Release Syndrome 
politics more than anyone else. He takes his one political move at a 
time. Since his alliance partner is a bit defensive on its nationalistic 
agenda, he decided to assert his secular credentials, that has often 
been questioned by the Opposition, because of his saffron alliance. 


We are living in interesting times. Politics of ideology is also at 
crossroads. The ‘Middle of Centre’ option seems to be a journey to 
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nowhere. The Left is in tatters. The Ultra-Left is not acceptable. 
The Right of the Centre looks attractive to many, but the CAA- 
NRC-NPR debate has perhaps spilled the nationalist agenda over 
the brim—it had started with Balakot before the 2019 Lok Sabha 
elections. Even during testing times of nationwide lockdown 
because of the Covid-19 crisis, the Tablighi Jamaat gathering 
at the Nizamuddin dargah in Delhi, being identified as one of 
ten hotspots of the virus concentration, has inserted a communal 
narrative in the nation’s health discourse. 


BJP’s journey from being an untouchable party until the 1974 
JP Movement—barring sporadic inclusions in mainstream such 
as in 1967—and its participation in the 1977 Bihar coalition 
governments, the 1989 VP Singh-led alliance at the Centre and 
also briefly in the Lalu Prasad-led Bihar government, is a story of 
slow but definite rise of the saffron. While the AB Vajpayee era 
was marked by a broad concept of coalition—one of the qualities 
that made Vajpayee a statesman—LK Advani talked of a clear 
‘two-party’ system. Narendra Modi vouched to make India 
Congress-free. This is where the catch lies. The BJP, which always 
had to struggle against the Muslim appeasement politics of 
the Socialists and the Congress, perhaps wants to replace the 
decades-old caste-based electoral appeals with a template of high- 
pitch nationalism, laced with religious bigotry that seeks to 
underline the dominance of the Hindu majority in a constitutionally 
secular India. 


Such a strategy bore fruits in the 2019 Lok Sabha polls. Despite its 
success on the national platform, this strategy has, however failed 
to charm voters in many assembly elections, forcing the BJP to 
seek refuge in typical narratives, shaped by caste and development 
pledges among others. 


Bihar 2020 has been a near-perfect script for the BJP. 


When BJP national president JP Nadda visited Patna for the first 
time in February 2020, after assuming charge from Amit Shah, he 


218 | JPTO BJP 


gave a sort of clarion call, ‘BJP ab aage hi badhti hi jaayegi (BJP will 
now only keep moving forward)’. (3) 


This message is more relevant for the Bihar BJP that had risen to 
91 MLAs in the 2010 Assembly polls in Nitish’s company; but was 
down to 53 seats without him, but secured 31 Lok Sabha seats in 
the 2014 general elections, riding the Modi wave without Nitish’s 
support. The NDA, with Nitish as ally, posted its best-ever haul 
in Bihar, bagging 39 out of 40 seats in the 2019 Lok Sabha polls. 
However, before the 2020 assembly polls, the BJP was unsure, 
forcing the party to seek Nitish’s advice during moments of 
doubt. In the Assembly, it stayed with the JD(U) by supporting 
Nitish’s February resolution on the NRC and NPR and had him as 
its CM face. 


BJP’S YOUNG TURKS 


BJP’s 2020 plan for Bihar was clearly laid out: a two-pronged 
strategy that sought to balance Nitish’s views with occasional use of 
firebrand Giriraj Singh’s rhetoric on patriotism and Pakistan. Bihar 
BJP has two-layers of leaders—Sushil Modi, Nand Kishore Yadav 
and Prem Kumar making up the upper tier, while Nityanand Rai 
and Dr Sanjay Jaiswal make up the next rung, who are being 
groomed to advance BJP’s political ambition in the State. 


Nagendra Nath Tripathy 


Nagendra Nath Tripathy or Nagendraji (often addressed as 
Bhaisaheb by party workers), who is BJP secretary (organisation) 
for Bihar since 2012-13, is from the RSS as per the position’s 
requirement. Nagendraji has been in complete command here as 
far as poll preparation was concerned. There have been only a few 
exceptions when a State BJP set-up did not have a general secretary 
(organisation), notable is when the Vasundhara Raje-administration 
was in power in Rajasthan. 


Saffron Journey | 219 


Bihar BJP president Sanjay Jaiswal (or whosoever holds the chair) 
has had to take into confidence the organisation secretary on 
every policy matter. 


Soft-spoken Nagendraji often chairs long meetings to build strong 
relationships with ground-level party workers. At a meeting of the 
party’s women workers, he asked one of them how she was talking 
to people on the CAA. She said: ‘I am telling them that our brothers 
and sisters who are being tortured in Muslim countries, should 
be allowed to live with us. We are also saying that no one will lose 
citizenship.’ The organisation secretary clapped in appreciation 
and others joined in. 


There is a tight year-long calendar for party functions. Roles are 
assigned at every level. BJP looks to be working round the year, 
being in the field at every level in its desire to win Bihar on its 
own someday. The BJP organisation has 45 districts (as against 
38 geographical districts) split into 1,100 Mandals (kind of blocks). 
A shakti kendra having 5-7 booths is the base unit. Each booth has 
4—5 people. Even after Amit Shah’s Vaishali public announcement 
of going to the polls under Nitish Kumar, there was a clear line in 
the party to contest equal number of seats as the JD(U). It fought 
elections in 121 seats, with the JD(U) contesting 122 seats in a 
house of 243 seats. Sushil Modi and Nand Kishore Yadav are 
considered as pro-Nitish in the BJP camp and Giriraj Singh lends 
silent support to some leaders who oppose the party’s reliance on 
Nitish. Dr Sanjay Jaiswal is a clear Amit Shah pick. The ‘RJD- 
import’ and Pataliputra MP Ram Kripal Yadav lost favour with the 
PM, after his stint as a Union minister in NDA-1 because he was 
not able to sell the BJP ideology among his mass-base. Another 
dichotomy that plagues BJP is that it is open to accept support of 
scheduled caste leaders like Jitan Ram Manjhi, but does not 
encourage its own Dalit leaders like Janak Chamar. It can also take 
support of Upendra Kushwaha but can’t encourage Kushwaha 
leaders within its own rank. 
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Nityanand Rai 


Nityanand Rai, a second-time Ujiarpur Lok Sabha MP, is a clear 
favourite of Amit Shah. Rai, a committed BJP worker from the 
ABVP background, who has emerged in Hajipur area between 
Lalu Prasad’s turf of Sonepur and Raghopur, is taken as a complete 
organisation man. He had turned down Lalu’s offer to join the RJD 
during the heydays of the RJD and won Assembly elections four 
times, right under Lalu’s nose and broke away a portion of the 
Yadavs for the BJP. 


Rajesh K Thakur, The New Indian Express Bihar principal 
correspondent, who has followed Nityanand Rai’s politics from 
his formative days in RN College, Hajipur, says: ‘Nityanand is 
perhaps a complete package for the BJP because he is a good 
organisation man, event manager, manipulator, a good speaker, 
crowd puller despite his share of controversies of taking help of 
lumpen elements to further his politics occasionally. He is so good 
at theatrics—he organises public functions to wash the feet of 
elders, drives bullock carts on Mahashivratri and addresses most 
people as “chacha or bhaiya”. His greatest USP is his emergence 
despite Lalu’s shadow over Yadav leaders from other parties.’ (4) 


If BJP, at all, decides to sever ties with the JD(U), Rai could be the 
front runner for CM’s choice. While there can still be some hitches 
in portraying a Yadav face to anchor the State, he looks certain to 
top among the next generation leaders as veterans Sushil Kumar 
Modi, Nand Kishore Yadav and Prem Kumar have all played their 
roles and can remain afloat for some more years, if NDA retains 
power. 


Sanjay Jaiswal 


Dr Sanjay Jaiswal, a medical practitioner from West Champaran, 
came into limelight,when he was first chosen as chief whip of the 
BJP in Lok Sabha. Jaiswal is an OBC Bania and son of former BJP 
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MP, Madan Jaiswal. Though limited to West Champaran politics 
as its MP, BJP finds a suave and committed organisation man in 
him. He is the Raghuvar Das of Bihar, sans the arrogance and the 
permanent scowl that is a trademark of the Jharkhand leader. 


Leaders like Ravi Shanker Prasad and Rajiv Pratap Rudy are meant 
for national politics. Prasad does carry some surprise elements 
for top Bihar jobs, if the situation warrants. Prasad enjoys good 
rapport with both PM Modi and Amit Shah. Still, Giriraj Singh 
remains a dark horse if the party needs someone like Yogi 
Adityanath to peddle its nationalistic and saffron schemes in the 
State. But that template is still a work in progress. 


Nitish Kumar is no longer a barrier for BJP’s Bihar. Tejashwi is. 


BJP, as an organisation, has come a long way from being considered 
‘one, of a struggling unit that had to strive until the mid-970s to 
convince people that RSS wasn’t a killer organisation’ and living 
with the perpetual scorn as the ‘sanghi-bhanghi’. 


The State BJP office now has a vibrant IT Cell that not only runs 
social media pages of the party and conducts press conferences, 
links district units through audio or video engagements but also 
tries to tap youths—non-BJP members but who are active on 
social media—to endorse the party’s line of thought. 


The party’s IT cell has been in the process of making as many 
cyber warriors in an Assembly segment as possible. On 12 July 
2018, then BJP national president Amit Shah had met over 4,000 
social media volunteers, about 3,000 of them were not members 
of the party. But most of them—whose selection is based on their 
being active on social media, especially Facebook and WhatsApp, 
kinds of their posts, language and their followers—are in the 
process of becoming cyber warriors, whose mandate is to broadcast 
Narendra Modi-administration’s achievements, counter-attack 
Opposition’s criticism on governance backed by data, and also 
combat fake news and especially several provocative communal 
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videos, ‘wrongly attributed to BJP’. The idea is to extend social 
media’s influence to the polling booth level, even for panchayat 
elections. The term ‘cyber warrior’ has been reportedly coined by 
the BJP’s national president himself. 


Former BJP State IT Cell convenor Manish Pandey says: 


‘We are a devoted team of 21 at the State headquarters, who 
do research on content. IT teams at the district level monitor 
content that has to be posted on social media. Our biggest 
challenge is to counter fake news. In 2014, we were unchallenged 
in the social media field. But now, all parties have devoted IT 
cells. A post by the Leader of the Opposition in the Assembly 
is shared by some 500 people. It looks like they are boosted or 
sponsored.’ (5) 


Raja Babu, who is on Facebook with the Raj Babu name, says: 


‘Though I have studied only till Class V, I am a self-taught person. 
I have a tea stall in Buxar town. Just mention my name to reach 
me. I am an ardent Narendra Modi fan and am a BJP worker. 
I am closely associated with several WhatsApp groups such as 
Hindu Ekta and Rashtra Ekta and Mission. My post has 500—600 
followers, mostly from the Purvanchal area.’ (6) Ashray Kashyap 
from Kishanganj has done a hotel management course but has 
been looking after a printing on fabric and flex business in 
Kishanganj. ‘The idea of cyber warriors is Ramvaan (panacea) 
because smartphones are the first thing one wakes up with and 
goes to bed with.... There are also minority issues we take up’, 
says Ashray. (7) 


MARKETING BJP THROUGH POLARISATION 


Before I go into the making and makers of Bihar BJP, it is important 
to discuss some alarming trends, starting from early 2018. From 
the middle of March, to the end of the month in the year, Bihar 
saw multiple communal incidents across the State. No less than 11 
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districts were affected, with arson reported in some, stone-pelting, 
lathi-charges and tear gas shells in others. My colleague at The 
Indian Express, Dipankar Ghose, and I found some disturbing 
patterns that suggest a design, mass mobilisation, and an aggressive 
religious politics. 


The rise of right-wing Hindu groups: In some districts that saw 
violence, such as Nalanda and Sheikhpura, the Ram Navami 
processions that were at the centre of the controversy were held 
for the first time in 2018. While the first Ram Navami procession 
in the district headquarters of Bihar Sharif was held in 2019, Silao 
saw the first ever clash between the protestors and the district 
administration. In both cases, leaders of the Bajrang Dal were 
unequivocal about organising the Ram Navami processions. 
Lalit Vijay, who is both part of the Bajrang Dal and the BJP, and is 
an accused in the police FIR gves us the run up story: ‘We started 
last year, and we began only with 50-60 members. Now we have 
1,800 registered members. Our members go to the villages and 
speak to people about Hindu asmita (identity), and how we are 
under threat. Only after a year of hard work could we arrive at the 
point when 4,000 people joined the Ram Navami procession on 
March 28.’ (8) These have been supplemented by the emergence 
of smaller outfits, whether it is Hindu Sewa Samiti in Aurangabad 
or Hindu Putra Sangathan in Samastipur or Hindu Vahini and 
Yoga Vedanta Seva in Sheikhpura and Lakhisarai, Ram Sena 
in Araria, Bhagwa Kranti and Hindu Sewa Dal in Bhagalpur and 
Banka. All these add to the mobilisation process, spreading 
messages across channels. 


Kamal Clubs: BJP’s youth wing, Bharatiya Janata Party Yuva Morcha 
(BJYM) has been asked to form Kamal Clubs at booth levels to 
mobilise support of youth between 18 and 25 years. Since mid- 
2017, Bihar BJP has been forming Kamal Clubs, setting a target of 
having 20,000 such clubs. A young BJP leader, closely associated 
with Kamal Clubs’ functioning, says: ‘As there are about 65 per 
cent young voters in the age group of 18 and 35 years, the party 
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has been preferring people below 35 years to make them block 
presidents and people below 45 years to make district presidents. 
It is the duty of BJYM to form maximum Kamal Clubs to target and 
mobilise young voters.’ Asked if members of these clubs are asked 
to participate in big numbers in Ram Navami processions, the 
BJYM leader says: ‘Mobilisation is spontaneous. This is one occasion 
in a year they get to show their unity.’ He says the clubs have 
been very active in almost all districts, especially at constituencies 
represented by the BJP. Another leader added, though Kamal Clubs 
had nothing to do directly with RSS’ programmes on education 
and agriculture awareness, such activities only make the party’s 
job easier. 


The question of swords: Bihar Police and Central and State agencies 
are trying to find out if swords are being ‘funded’ to youths by any 
organisation, including the Bajrang Dal, as the 2019 Ram Navami 
processions saw several swords on display during the processions 
at Sheikhpura, Silao, Aurangabad, Patna and several other places. 
A Sheikhpura leader says: ‘Over 200 brand new swords were 
distributed. Some were inspired to purchase new swords.’ Shubham 
Bhardwaj, a Bajrang Dal functionary from Begusarai, claims: 
‘Our motto is seva, suraksha and sanskar (service, safety and 
character building). The Hindu culture has been under attack. 
There has been love jihad, religious conversion, cow slaughter and 
attacks on mutts.’ (9) 


Insistence on crossing through Muslim areas: Even though police 
fixed routes to avoid Muslim areas in Nalanda and Sheikhpura, 
members of the Ram Navami procession defied police orders at 
both places. In Nalanda for instance, after refusing them entry 
into Kadhagali, and sensing potential trouble, the DM, SP and 
other senior officials held a peace meeting, a day before the rally. 
In the meeting at the Silao police station, after organisers insisting 
that there was a Shiv Mandi in the centre of the Muslim-dominated 
gali, and holy items needed to be retrieved, a compromise was 
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arrived at, with ten members from both communities asked to go 
to the temple and then join the main procession. But on the day of 
the procession, the crowd still surrounded the gali from both 
sides, insisting on traveling through, resulting in a push back. 


In Bhagalpur, BJP leader Arjit Shaswat led a Ram Navami 
procession in March 2018, through several Muslim areas without 
police permission. In Aurangabad, there was a communal flare-up 
when a crowd tried to enter Imam Tola lane of the town. Another 
trend of concern for police is ‘ready availability of bricks’ in 
Muslim areas as they anticipate communal clashes. In Bhagalpur, 
a house construction site incidentally provided readily available 
bricks in 2018. 


Communal incidents increasing in villages: Muzaffarpur, Sitamarhi 
and Banka reported tension in villages. While it used to be sporadic 
clashes over old disputes, sheer involvement of a Hindu and a 
Muslim in Sitamarhi and Muzaffarpur provoked communal 
tension. In 2015, Ajitpur in Muzaffarpur had reported communal 
clashes between EBC Sahanis and Muslims. Though police said 
there had been no pattern, it has surely raised an alarm. 


Counter-aggression against the Prophet’s birthday celebrations: A 
Bhagalpur BJP leader says Muslims, who used to celebrate Prophet 
Muhammed’s birthday quietly, had been taking out motorcycle 
processions for the last three years in Bhagalpur and other districts. 
‘This has provoked counter-aggression from Hindus, who often 
complain about local police allowing Muslims to play loud music 
beyond deadlines, while forcing the Hindus to stick to deadlines. 
Hiring disc jockeys to ramp up music by either community has 
been provoking each other’, says the leader adding that the 
Bhagalpur communal clash was provoked by DJ-amplified slogans 
in the Muslim belt. Slogans such as, Bharat Maa mein teen hai naam, 
Modi, Yogi aur Shri Ram (as heard in Aurangabad Ram Navami 
procession) are often heard. 
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THE BJP’S GODFATHERS 


A bit of rewind, now. 


Among the founding pillars of the Bihar BJP was Kailashpati 
Mishra, an RSS pracharak (promoter), who started working for 
Bharatiya Jana Sangh from 1959. Ashwini Kumar from UP later 
became active in Bihar, after Nanaji Deshmukh told him to work 
in Bihar. Kumar, a BHU engineer and organising secretary, was 
more of a fund-raiser. Thakur Prasad, a famous Patna High Court 
lawyer, was another strong pillar. Thakur Prasad, an excellent 
speaker, enjoyed great connections with top leaders right from 
Pandit Deendayal Upadhyay to AB Bajpayee and LK Advani. 


Jana Sangh tasted power in Bihar in 1967, when the Samyukta 
Vidayak Dal government under Mahamaya Prasad Sinha was 
formed. Vijay Kumar Mitra, Ramdev Mahto and Rudra Pratap 
Sarangi became ministers. 


The Communist Party of India was very strong in Patna because 
of its appeal among intellectuals. Ramavatar Shastri had been 
Patna MP thrice. AK Singh, Sunil Mukherjee, Chandrashekhar 
Singh and Indradeep Singh were other important CPI leaders 
of the time. But the Left got its first jolt during its Bhumi hadap 
movement (the land grab movement) to secure justice for Dalits. 
This is where Jana Sangh saw its first opening and started taking 
sides with the farmers, who had been opposing the CPI’s move to 
usurp land. The Socialist Party had taken a neutral stand. Jana 
Sangh bolstered its presence through this movement, emerging 
almost as a parallel Opposition to the Congress and Socialist 
groups, particularly gaining ground in south Bihar. 


The entry of Govindacharya as mentor of the ABVP proved yet 
another milestone for the rise of the Jana Sangh. Sushil Kumar Modi, 
who was then an ABVP activist, says: ‘I heard Govindacharya for 
the first time in 1964. His speech, woven around the background 
of partition and nationalism, was spellbinding. My decision to join 
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politics crystalised after his speech. Govindacharya would travel by 
motorcycle or any means. Anyone who heard him would become 
his fan.’ (10) 


The Samyukta Socialist Party (SSP) had been very good at organising 
movements. Opposition to KB Sahay and a historic opportunity to 
form the first anti-Congress government was the first common 
meeting ground. The subsequent decision to make Urdu the second 
language in Bihar gave the Jana Sangh another opportunity to play 
up its pro-Hindu agenda. JP was initially averse to working with the 
Jana Sangh. But Govindacharya worked as a bridge between the Socialist 
and the Jana Sangh. 


As the ABVP wasa strong force, JP believed the students’ movement 
could get bigger with AVBP support. Though Kailashpati Mishra 
did not like the idea of protests, ABVP had tacit backing from 
Govindacharya, who was able to convince Mishra otherwise. Jana 
Sangh and RSS initially had to put in enormous effort to convince 
people that they were not the killers of Gandhi. ‘We had to spend 
most of our time convincing people that the RSS was not the killer 
of Gandhi. While we held shakhas, children outside would shout 
this slogan very often—Sanghi bhangi ek do, Sangh me jaana chhod 
do, Sangh bada kasai hai, Gandhi ko maara hai (RSS and sweepers 
are first and second. Stop going to shakha, they are butchers, 
killer of Gandhi)’, recalls Modi. (11) 


Govindacharya would stay in the Pirmuhani area of old Patna. It 
was more about Govindacharya than the Sangh influence. His 
magnetism was such that even Nitish Kumar had been his great 
admirer and had told this author that he had read most of the RSS 
literature because of his proximity to Govindacharya. 


The Jana Sangh’s untouchability and the image of the RSS as 
Gandhi’s assassin started to erode in 1967. The JP Movement 
later made it more acceptable and rather indispensable for 
the Opposition. The forming of the Janata Party with the SSP, 
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Jana Sangh, Congress (O) and Congress for Democracy was yet 
another landmark for the Jana Sangh. ‘JP visiting RSS camp in 1977 
ended the political untouchability of Jana Sangh forever.’ (12) 


ABVP’s participation in the Patna University union elections 
in 1973 was another landmark. ABVP got two seats. While Sushil 
Kumar Modi became general secretary and Ravi Shankar Prasad 
assistant secretary, Lalu was chosen PUSU president as the 
Samajwadi Yuvjan Sabha nominee. 


Bihar BJP patriarch’s grandson Santosh Mishra narrates one story: 
‘Sometime in the 1990s when Kailashpati Mishra had been sent to 
West Bengal by the party, a poor widow invited him to dinner. 
Without knowing Mishra was vegetarian, she cooked the choicest 
fish. Mishra and four other workers visited her house. When she 
served fish to all, a BJP leader pointed out Mishra was vegetarian, 
the host looked as if she would cry. Mishra had seen tears welling 
up in her eyes and sensed she had no other food ready to offer. 
Mishra intervened to say: “So what, I do not eat non-veg. I have 
never taken an oath not to eat it. Let me start eating fish from 
today.” (13) When he returned to Patna, he asked his family 
members to teach him to eat fish properly.’ 


His concern for a small worker is reflected in another instance. 
‘It was sometime in 2006 an old BJP worker from Lakhisarai came 
to Mishra saying his daughter, a widow, is being harassed by a 
politician who had rented a part of her sasural (in laws) in Mandiri. 
Mishra called up CM Nitish Kumar and asked him to look into the 
matter. He had a restless night. The next day, the politician, who 
was from JD(U), came to offer his side of story, but Mishra said he 
should first vacate the house. The JD(U) leader, who had already 
been rebuked by Nitish Kumar, vacated the house.’ (14) 


When Radha Mohan Singh had become the BJP State president, 
he had made it a point that he would attend his felicitation 
function only if Kailashpati Mishra also attended it. But two days 
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before the function, Mishra ran up high temperature and doctors 
advised him against travelling. But the BJP patriarch had been 
adamant on fulfilling his commitment to Radha Mohan. Mishra 
flew to Patna in a helicopter, sat through the function for three 
hours and also made a brief speech before returning to Ranchi. 


Kailashpati Mishra’s appeal transcended party lines. Once, when 
Mishra had been waiting for his flight at Ranchi airport lounge, 
some Congress leaders came to see off their State in-charge. Senior 
leaders Subodh Kant Sahay and Radha Krishna Kishor were also 
there. The moment Sahay and Kishor noticed Mishra, they forgot 
to bid goodbye to their own party leader. Mishra’s sofa had space to 
accommodate only Kishor. Sahay sat on his haunches at Mishra’s 
feet. The two Congress leaders arranged for a wheelchair for Mishra 
and two of them supported Mishra from either side and went until 
the point they were allowed by security. When Sahay was touching 
Mishra’s feet, he had tears in his eyes. 


Nitish Kumar also harboured tremendous respect for Mishra and 
he would talk only in a few words. Once Mishra had to go on an 
emergency visit to Ranchi. He called up the Bihar CM and said, 
‘see what best you can do to help me’. Nitish just said, ‘Ji’. After ten 
minutes, Road construction minister Nand Kishore Yadav called 
and said, the CM had made an official programme for Ranchi for 
him as the minister and Kailash Mishra could accompany him. It is 
anyone’s guess that the official programme was designed just to 
make Mishra reach Ranchi fast. 


Mishra also enjoyed respect among business tycoons. JD(U) MP 
and medicine baron Mahendra Singh or King Mahendra would 
visit Kailashpati Mishra once in a year, just to see him and seek 
his blessings. On another occasion, when Mishra was boarding 
a flight from Patna to Delhi, a gentleman in the business class 
nodded. After Mishra took his seat in the economy class, the man 
sitting in the business class came to Mishra and touched his feet. 
He was Alchem pharmaceutical company owner Sampada Singh. 
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He requested Mishra to take the seat next to him, which was 
vacant. Mishra refused. Sampada Babu told Mishra’s grandson 
Santosh that he would not feel comfortable travelling in business 
class. He asked Santosh to take his seat and sat next to Mishra 
throughout his journey to Delhi. 


For Kailashpati Mishra, the offer for taking the Governor's post 
in Gujarat came in 2002. He had earlier refused similar offers. 
This time, PM AB Vajpayee was on the phone. Mishra again 
wanted to refuse the offer, saying he was an organisation man and 
would not want a post. He told Atalji: ‘If it is a suggestion, I want 
to say something. But if it is an order, I have to take it.’ Vajpayee 
said: ‘Then, take it as an order.’ (15) Mishra would often recall 
how Atalji, two years older than him, was a cinema buff and 
‘would fight any tension by going to the theatre’. But Mishra’s idea 
of entertainment revolved around watching CDs of Rani Roopmati 
and Mughal-e-Azam, Chankya, Ramayana and Mahabharata serials 
on rotation. 


As a Jana Sangh leader, he would come up with unique ideas for 
publicity. As very few people knew him in the late 1950s, he 
would take a rickshaw and announce through a paper cone, that 
the Jana Sangh’s ‘national leader Kailashpati Mishra’ was going to 
deliver his speech. He would get some ten people in the beginning. 
When the number rose to 50-60 in a few years, he would choose 
two people from such gatherings to make them party workers. 
He used to have only two pairs of dhoti and kurta. While living 
in Patna at the party office in Rajinder Nagar, his elder brother 
Manbahal Mishra and nephew once came from Buxar to Patna 
to see him. When Manbahal Mishra reached the Jana Sangh office, 
Kailashpati was not there. His elder brother inquired where his 
brother lived. A party functionary showed him a small room that 
had a mat, a pitcher and a lead container in which lemon pieces 
with salt were kept. Manbahal Mishra told his accompanying 
son Heera, ‘Kailash abhaga hai, chalo milkar kya karenge’. The elder 
brother returned to Buxar without meeting Kailash. 
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While assigned to work in Katihar in the 1960s, Kailash would 
eat at some workers’ place. But after dinner, he would go to an 
undisclosed location. Some party workers one night followed 
him. They saw that Mishra was heading towards the railway station. 
He chose a place on the platform and slept on a bedsheet that was 
in his small bag, his only belonging. Party workers later made an 
arrangement for him to stay at a house near the railway station. 


Kailashpati Mishra from the Dudharchak village of Buxar, came 
from a marginal farmer family. When he was in Class 10, he 
participated in the 1942 protest march against the British in Buxar 
and was arrested. In 1945, when Mishra was studying higher 
secondary, RSS prant pracharak (regional in-charge) Gajanan Rao 
Joshi came to Ara and looked for him. 


From 1946 to 1952, Mishra had been active in organising shakhas 
in villages. In 1957-58, RSS sarsanghchalak (organisation chief) 
Eknath Ranade was in Patna and after discussions with the Bihar 
prant pracharak Madhukar Rao, decided to appoint Kailashpati 
Mishra as organisation secretary. 


In 1962, the Jana Sangh won four Assembly seats, tasting its 
first electoral success in the State. Mishra credited the formation 
of the first non-Congress government to Socialist icon Ram 
Manohar Lohia. 





These concluding lines from Kailashpati Mishra’s poem, Sankranti, 
reads prophetic for the BJP: 


De raha dwar par dastak 
Sheet leher khoob jhel liya 
Basant ab jagne wala hai 
Ek ek pat khul raha 
Jag ka mastak jhukne wala hai 
vajrastra utha lo urja ka 
Bharat ab uthne wala hai 
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(One can hear the knocking at the gate, enough of bearing 
a cold wave and now spring is about to arrive. One door after 
another has been opening. The world will soon bow to us. 
Now is the time to lift the strongest weapon of energy, 
India is going to rise.) 


It was Kailashpati Mishra who had opposed projecting Nitish 
as the NDA leader, as he feared that this would keep a lid on the 
State BJP leadership flourishing. He was correct in his view, 
as senior BJP leader Nand Kishore Yadav concurred in a 2015 
interview. 


Likes of Ashwini Kumar Choubey and Giriraj Singh remained on 
the outer periphery of the pro-Nitish Sushil Modi-Nand Kishor 
circle from 1996 to 2015. 


Sushil Kumar Modi says: 


‘The 1974 Movement ended the untouchability of the Bharatiya 
Jana Sangh. Bharat Sevak Samaj had organised an RSS camp in 
Patna, having invited its workers and volunteers in 1977 after the 
Janata Party’s electoral gains. Within the Janata Party, BJS had 
emerged as the biggest group with 70 seats. JP came and addressed 
the camp. BJS’s Kailashpati Mishra was given number two position 
in the Karpoori Thakur government.’ (16) 


BJP IN THE 1990s 


In Bihar, the Bharatiya Janata Party' had its worst phase between 
1980 and 1985, with the Congress coming back to power and 


i. After three years in power, when the Janata Party dissolved in 1980, the 
members of the erstwhile Jana Sangh reconvened to form the Bharatiya 
Janata Party. Although initially unsuccessful, winning only two seats in the 1984 
general election, it grew in strength on the back of the Ram Janmabhoomi 
movement. 

Creative Commons sources. 
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Indira Gandhi's assassination gave the Congress 415 Lok Sabha 
seats in a sympathy wave. The BJP could win only two seats. 
The BJP’s revival started with the Ayodhya Movement that went 
on parallel to the Mandal Commission reservation movement. 
The national politics was reflected in Bihar. BJP won 39 Assembly 
seats in 1990 and supported Lalu Prasad from the outside. The 
1989 Bhagalpur riots proved the last nail in Congress’ coffin and 
the Muslim voters migrated to the Janata Dal, considerably 
bolstering Lalu Prasad’s political base. Since the BJP had opposed 
implementation of the recommendations of the Mandal 
Commission, upper caste votes also started drifting away from 
the Congress to the BJP. Even some Bharatiya Jana Sangh MLAs 
had opposed the reservation formula of Karpoori Thakur, although 
the party had not taken an official stand. Hence, the BJP, from its 
Jana Sangh days, had been working to cultivate the upper caste 
votes just as Lalu had been a magnet for OBC and EBC votes till 
the 1995 Assembly elections. 


Modi says another landmark for the Bihar BJP was its emergence 
as the main Opposition party after the 1995 Assembly elections, 
even though it had got only 41 seats, adding two seats from its 
last assembly polls. This was because the Congress votebank 
had shrunk considerably. All of a sudden, the BJP’s stock rose. 
The media started giving it more coverage as the principal 
opponent. Yashwant Sinha became Leader of the Opposition and 
attacked the ruling government effectively in the Assembly. 
The subsequent chain of events, with Lalu Yadav embroiled in the 
fodder scam case, gave BJP its first opening. Modi said he emulated 
Karpoori Thakur by visiting the scene of even small incidents, 
after becoming Leader of Opposition. ‘It made our presence felt 
and people started acknowledging our efforts.’ 


Nitish Kumar, who had formed the Samata Party with George 
Fernandes, was dismayed with winning just seven seats in the 
1995 polls. He was seeking a partner. BJP, too, needed a partner to 
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broad-base its support. In the next collaboration, Nitish brought in 
the non-Yadav OBC support, especially that of the Koeri-Kurmis. 
In the 2000 Assembly polls, the BJP aligned with the Samata Party, 
the LJP, Anand Mohan’s Bihar People’s Party and Sharad Yadav’s 
Janata Dal (United). Nitish was sworn in as CM but he could not 
prove its majority and Rabri Devi (Lalu Prasad’s wife) came back 
to power with the Congress that had won 23 seats as ally. It was 
political opportunism at its worst as 22 Congress MLAs become 
ministers and the 23rd became the Assembly Speaker. 


The bifurcation of Jharkhand gave BJP yet another chance to form 
government in a State. It also had a bearing on the party’s growth in 
the parent State Bihar as well. BJP secured Muslim votes in the 2010 
Assembly elections, in company of Nitish. It was an unprecedented 
development and went to prove that good governance could at 
times prevail over perception. 


The Bihar BJP’s nationalist narrative remained subdued until 
Narendra Modi burst on to the national stage. Following the 2013 
NDA split in June, Narendra Modi addressed a ‘Hunkar rally 
(Clarion Call rally)’ in Patna’s Gandhi Maidan and targeted Nitish 
Kumar and shared some personal conversations and asked why 
Nitish had chosen to stick to the BJP after the 2002 Gujarat riots. 
A few days later, Nitish Kumar ranted from the resort town of 
Rajgir, calling his friend-turned-rival Modi, ‘a Hitler’. The war 
of words continued into the 2014 Lok Sabha elections. 


With Modi getting wild applause at every rally in his presidential 
form of address and often interacting with the crowd, it looked 
like Modi was stealing the march all the way. As Lok Sabha 
elections progressed, Nitish looked for a third distant partner. 
Paswan had done an overnight somersault to return to the NDA, 
giving credit to his son for rebooting his politics. Nitish Kumar's 
protégé-turned-challenger Upendra Kushwaha had also joined 
the BJP’s ranks to cut into some Koeri-Kurmi votes. The NDA had 
got the script right. Nitish was down in the dumps. 
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But BJP erred in replicating Modi’s presidential leadership in the 
2015 Bihar Assembly elections. This galvanised the formation 
of a formidable combination of Lalu-Nitish-Congress. RSS chief 
Mohan Bhagwat’s statement in the midst of the Bihar elections, 
about the ‘need for review of reservation’ as part of the government’s 
policy further tilted the balance in favour of the Nitish-led Grand 
Alliance. 


Tejashwi Yadav’s political advisor, Sanjay Yadav says: 


‘While going through news on the Internet, I spotted Mohan 
Bhagwat’s lines on reservation. I went rushing to Laluji. He literally 
jumped out of his chair and immediately issued a statement 
targeting Modi.’ (17) 


Modi had gone on a foreign trip in the midst of the Bihar polls and 
when he returned to campaigning, it was too late. He again tried 
unsuccessfully to sell his chaiwala (tea seller) image and one whose 
mother has raised him by washing utensils at homes of others. He 
had said this over and over again in the 2014 polls, which made 
his speeches too predictable. Just before his foreign trip, he had 
addressed a rally of over three lakh people in Bhagalpur. By the 
time he returned to the Banka and Buxar rallies after the break, 
BJP had lost the elections. An attempt to bring in cow and calf in 
the last phase did not work. The Bihar template was decoded—for 
Assembly polls, Nitish is indispensable. 


After Nitish’s return to the NDA and more so, post Pulwama and 
Balakot, nationalism became an obvious plank. Narendra Modi 
was back to Patna’s Gandhi Maidan, this time with friend Nitish 
in tow. His speech did mention Bihar’s turnaround story under 
Nitish but it moved around the ‘ghar me ghus ke maarenge (will 
beat them in their home)’ rhetoric. It had already started clicking. 
In subsequent rallies with Modi, Nitish looked a pale shadow of 
himself. He was subsumed by Modi. It was nationalism first in the 
‘how is the Josh mode’ and development came a distant second. 
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But Nitish had sensed the NDA winning it big. Political experts 
and some of his party leaders did not give JD(U) even seven-eight 
seats. But the result was a national surprise, nationally. NDA got 
39—BJP-17/17, JD(U)-16/17 and LJP-6/6. 


Rajdeep Sardesai writes in his book, 2019: How Modi Won India: 


Balakot gave BJP a compelling narrative to take to the voter, 
muscular nationalism as embodied in the Modi persona, the party 
strategised, was enough to push a weak and divided Opposition 
to the defensive. The post Balakot contrast between a ‘warrior-like’ 
Modi figure and his predecessor, the scholarly accidental prime 
minister, Dr Manmohan Singh, would not have been starker.... 
Before Balakot, the 56-inch chest analogy was often used to 
lampoon the prime minister, now, he was cast as an avenging 
superhero. (18) 


BRITISH INDIA’S DIVISIVE POLITICS 


History records the divisive politics of the British. The 1857 
rebellion had sown the first seeds of communalism in India, with 
rumours of pigs’ fats being used in cartridges. Right from the 
Battle of Plassey to the Battle of Buxar, not a single Hindu had 
risen against the British. After 1857, the British had sought alliance 
with the ruling class, mostly landlords—most of whom were 
Hindu. 


In 1859, the British brought the Rent Act that favoured peasants. 
It was the first attempt to pit farmers against landlords. In 1872, 
the British brought the Right to Property Act, which otherwise 
could not be implemented. In 1885, Bihar Tenancy Act followed 
and survey under it continued till 1918. The first population 
survey started in 1868 and in 1872, a census was done on lines 
of caste and religion. This was the first conscious attempt by the 
British to slot its Indian subjects based on caste and religion, sparking 
elements of division in the minds of the people. 
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Swami Dayanand Saraswati formed the Arya Samaj around that 
time with the objective of unifying both Hindus and Muslims. 
He was pro-English. In a bullock-based agriculture economy, 
Saraswati added cows and stressed that cows and bulls should 
not be killed. In 1881, Saraswati secured about 50 lakh signatures 
in support of the move. Its immediate fallout was the 1882 
Kanpur riots. 


Post 1886, there were many communal riots, the period between 
1920 and 1925 being the worst phase. The British government 
brought out a circular saying cow slaughter is illegal. In 1891, the 
Permanent Settlement Act was brought in, with an aim of resource 
mobilisation. While cows proved the first subject for communal 
division, the British now attempted to divide the population on 
the lines of language. Till 1887, Persian was the official language. 
In 1887-88, there had been demand for using a Devnagari dialect. 
The then rulers brough a circular to use Kaithi script (historical 
Brahmic script used in Northern India, mostly for legal and 
administrative purpose) till Class three. Kaithi had to import 
words from Sanskrit, replacing Persian words. As Kaithi started to 
get Sanskritised, a reactive demand for greater Urdu usage also 
rose. Multiplicity of languages is the main reason India is a Union 
of States. Hindi was not in the picture. 


CPM leader Ramdev Verma, an author and researcher, analyses: 
‘Bengal, the capital and power centre for social, freedom and other 
kinds of movements, bore the first brunt of linguistic division in 
the form of partition of Bengal on lines of religion and language. 
It was yet another success of the British in its divide and rule 
motive. As a reaction of Bango Bhango, the nationalistic movement 
began. The concept of Bango Mata, the earth or land being the 
mother came to the fore—thanks to Aurobindo Ghosh, who in 
1906 converted the phrase into ‘Bharat Mata’ and demanded that 
a statue of Bharat Mata be installed. The slogan of Bharat Mata ki 
Jay came with a rider that Muslims would not chant it.’ (19) 
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The communal division was only sharpening. As a repercussion 
to the build-up of communal tension and religious assertion, Hindu 
Mahasabha and Muslim League came up in the first decade of the 
20th century. Aurobindo’s kurbani dasta (sacrificing volunteers) was 
first taken up by the Hindu Mahasabha and later by the RSS, which 
was formed in 1925. 


Historian Mushirul Hasan says Gandhi had written in Young 
India that with cow protection, other animals were also protected, 
and the wellbeing of Hindutva is also associated with it. When 
Mohammed Ali had presented him with a cow, Gandhi had 
written: ‘You are no less than a brother to me. I saw the cow. My 
bed has been raised so that I can view the cow clearly. Which love 
inspired you to do so! Let the bond between you two (Shoukat and 
Mohammed) and me be the unbreakable ties between Hindus 
and Muslims so that there is welfare of people and way of humanity 
is ominous. Really, God is great.’ (20) (All party conference, 1928: 
Report of the committee appointed by the conference to determine 
the principle of the Constitution for India). Hasan writes Gandhi’s 
appeal against cow slaughter ‘worked in Patna’s Phulwarisharif 
where Muslims had stopped eating beef and Central Khilafat 
Committee head, Seth Chhotani saved the lives of hundreds of 
cows in Bakrid in Bombay’." (21) 





The Congress’s extreme act of Muslim appeasement in the form of 
support for the Khilafat Movement disenchanted and disillusioned 
many Congressmen such as Lala Lajpat Rai and KB Hedgewar. In 
fact, Rai resigned from the Congress in 1924 to protest Mahatma 
Gandhi's mixing of religion with politics. The Congress kept testing 
the waters and strength of the potential electoral base of the 


ii. Gandhi had involved India's Congress party in the Khilafat movement 
(1919-1924) in support of the Turkish Khalif and monarch, against the British, 
due to his bonhomie with the Ali brothers. 

Creative Commons sources. 
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Hindu Mahasabha," and kept its association with the Mahasabha 
until the late 1930s. The Congress gained ground in the provincial 
elections of 1937 and the Mahasabha did not do well. When the 
Congress realised that there were no major electoral gains from 
aligning with the Hindu Mahasabha, it declared a formal break-up 
with the Mahasabha in December 1938 and banned Congressmen 
from holding dual membership. Earlier, the Indian National 
Congress had offered protection to Muslims through the 1916 
Lucknow Pact between the INC and the Muslim League. The pact 
was co-authored by Bal Gangadhar Tilak and MA Jinnah. On 28 
December 1927, the Congress adopted the pact at its 42nd session 
in Madras. 


Shantanu Gupta in his book, BJP: Past, Present and Future: Story 
of the World’s Largest Party, says how in the early part of the 
20th century, distinction between the Congress and the Hindu 
Mahasabha was not clear. Many members had dual membership, 
one of the Congress and another of the Hindu Mahasabha. For 
example, Pandit Madan Mohan Malviya was the president of the 
Indian National Congress in 1909 and 1918 and in the same 
years, was also active in the Hindu Mahasabha. In fact, he acted as 
the voice for Hindu interests within the Congress. Self-rule and 


iii. The Hindu Mahasabha was formed to protect the rights of the Hindu 
community, after the formation of the All India Muslim League in 1906 and 
the British India government's creation of separate Muslim electorate under the 
Morley-Minto reforms of 1909. Syama Prasad Mukherjee was elected as 
the president of the organisation, renamed Akhil Bharatiya Hindu Mahasabha 
in 1943-46. Mukherjee (born 1901) was a rare ethical and honest politician. He 
served as the Minister for Industry and Supply in Prime Minister Jawaharlal 
Nehru's cabinet. After falling out with Nehru, protesting the Nehru-Liaquat Pact, 
Mukherjee resigned from Nehru's cabinet. With the help of the Rashtriya 
Swayamsevak Sangh, he founded the Bharatiya Jana Sangh, the predecessor 
to the BJP, in 1951. He died in 1953, imprisoned for protesting special status for 
J&K, different from the rest of the Indian union. 

He was the son of the decorated academician Sir Ashutosh Mukherjee 
(29 June 1864—25 May 1924) who was a prolific Bengali educator, jurist, barrister, 
physicist and mathematician. 
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undivided India were central to both the Congress and the Hindu 
Mahasabha. 


Several Congress leaders such as Gokaran Nath Mishra, Hriday 
Nath Kunzru, Gauri Shanker Mishra, Shivprakash Gupta and 
Ishwar Saran were active in the Hindu Mahasabha as well. In fact, 
in August 1923, when Malviya revived the Mahasabha session in 
Varanasi, mainstream Congress leaders, Jawaharlal Nehru, Rajendra 
Prasad, Purushottam Das, Bhagwan Das and Ghanshyam Das Birla 
attended the session. And in 1924, Malaviya again presided over the 
Hindu Mahasabha session held at a Congress venue in Belgaum, 
which was attended by none other than Mahatma Gandhi. (22) 


Another political activist associated with the Hindu Mahasabha 
was VD Savarkar, whose Cellular Jail tales and the much-debated 
clemency petition has different versions. While the current breed of 
writers like Shantanu Gupta say, liberal historians interpreted 
Savarkar in bad light, here are some points and counterpoints, 
which may keep the debate alive. 


AG Noorani tells how Savarkar was brought to the Cellular jail 
in the Andamans on 4 July 1911 and pleaded for clemency the 
same year. ‘His whole outlook began to change. Savarkar wrote 
his Essentials of Hindutva, the Bible of the RSS, while in prison. It 
was smuggled out for limited circulation and was first published 
in 1923, after his release from prison. The volte face remains 
unexplained...’ (23) 


Defending Savarkar, Shantanu Gupta, says, ‘to further champion 
and establish India’s Independence narrative on the global stage, 
in August 1907, Savarkar sent Madame Cama and Sardar Singh 
Rana to represent India at the 1907 International Socialist Congress 
in Stuttgart, Germany. Despite opposition from some quarters, 
Bhikhaji Rustom Cama moved the resolution on India and 
unfurled the flag of Independence of India, for the first time in 
history on a global stage. Cama’s flag was designed by Savarkar 
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and Krishna Verma. The green, yellow and red fields represented 
Islam, Hinduism and Buddhism respectively. The crescent and 
the sun again represented Islam and Hinduism. The eight lotuses 
in the upper strip represented the eight provinces of British India. 
The words in the middle were in Devnagri script and read ‘Vande 
Mataram’.”’ 


Shantanu further writes ‘the much-talked about mercy petition is 
often used to rue Savarkar; in fact, after his 1913 petition, his 
record in the prison shows the severity of his punishments. 
Savarkar made vigorous attempts to effect his release from the 
first world war years.’ Having studied the Savarkar petitions to 
the government the writer says, ‘Savarkar threw a bait at the 
British and agreed to sign on a petition unconditionally, worded 
by them. Finally, after spending 10 years in Andamans jail, 
Savarkar and his brother were shifted to Ratnagiri jail in 1921, 
before his subsequent release in 1923. After his release, he 
wrote under a pseudonym and devoted his life to work against 
untouchability, especially paving the way for entry of Dalits to the 
temples. He had also organised several thread ceremonies of lower 
caste boys and his efforts were appreciated by BR Ambedkar.’ 


Why Savarkar and Hindu Mahasabha did not join the 1942 Quit 
India Movement has another side of the story. Savarkar had 
declared that the Hindu Mahasabha would join the Congress 
in the Quit India Movement if it would not make any alliance with 
the Muslim League, something that could lead to partition of 
India. He had also demanded a ‘Hindu militarisation policy’ 
so that Hindus could take part in the World War. The Congress 
and Gandhi did not accept his conditions and the Muslim League 
was made part of the movement. 


iv. Vande Mataram is a Bengali poem written by Bankim Chandra Chatterjee in 
1870. It was included in his novel Anandmath, 12 years later in 1882; The song 
was first sung as a national song by Ravindranath Tagore (writer of the National 
Anthem) in 1896. 

Creative Commons sources. 
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At the beginning of the Quit India Movement, Golwalkar, then 
the sarsanghchalak,’ had to decide RSS’s role in the movement. 
‘On 5 August 1940, the government had come out with a gazette. 
As per sections 56-58, all private organisations were prohibited 
from imparting army training and wearing army uniforms. Second, 
RSS presence was then limited to Mumbai Presidency and Central 
Provinces.’ (24) 


Golwarkar was not a revolutionary in the conventional sense 
of the term. The British understood this. In an official report 
on RSS activity, prepared in 1943, the Home Department 
concluded, *...It would be difficult to argue that the RSS constitutes 
an immediate menace to law and order....’ Commenting on the 
violence that accompanied the 1942 Quit India movement, 
the Bombay Home Department observed, ‘...the Sangh has 
scrupulously kept itself within the law, and in particular, 
has refrained from taking part in the disturbances that broke 
out in August 1942.’ (25) 


It is worth mentioning that Hedgewar had taken part in the 
Salt Satyagraha of 1930 in his personal capacity. A circular was 
sent to all shakhas that all swayamsevaks" could take part in the 
movement. 


Lala Lajpat Rai was the first to propound the two-nation theory 
and also the first to suggest partition of India. In 1899, Rai wrote, 
‘Hindus are a nation in themselves, because they represent a 
civilisation all their own’. This sentence surfaced ironically in an 
article Rai wrote in Hindustan Review for the Indian National 
Congress. Some of his ideas were included into Savarkar’s Hindutva 
and Hindu Nation theory. In his presidential address to the Hindu 
Mahasabha on 11 April 1923, Rai said, ‘it is no use concealing the 


v. The chief mentor. 
vi. Shakha: branches. 
Swayamsevak: volunteer. 


Saffron Journey | 243 


fact that the Indian National Congress is predominantly a Hindu 
organisation’. 


Savarkar, the man deified and riled on the two sides of the 
political divide, defined Hindu as: ‘...it is indisputably clear that 
the first and almost the cradle name chosen by the patriarchs of 
our race to designate our nation and our people, is Sapta Sindhu 
or Hapta Hindu and that almost all nations of the then-known 
world seemed to have known us by this very epithet, Sindhus 
or Hindus.’ Further defining ‘Hindus, a nation’, he wrote: ‘... The 
activities of so intrepid a people as the Sindhus or Hindus could 
no longer be kept cooped or cabined within the narrow compass 
of the Panchanad or the Punjab. The vast and fertile plains farther 
off stood out, inviting the efforts of some strong and vigorous 
races. Tribe after tribe of the Hindus issued forth form the land 
of their nursery and led by the consciousness of a great mission 
and their Sacrificial Fire that was the symbol thereof, they 
soon reclaimed the vast waste and but very thinly populated 
lands...’ (26) 


The very term ‘secular’ is not so secular for it creates division. 
In the modern context, when politicians say, ‘secular votes’, they 
largely mean Muslim votes. Hindus were dumped as non-secular 
by implication. If makers of the Constitution had not included 
the ‘secular’ word in it, it is not for nothing. The word was 
included in 1976, through the 42nd amendment, more because 
of political reasons than constitutional one. The process of original 
political thinking seems to have dried up with Chanakya, who 
had worked on geographical and inter-cultural expansion to 
expand the Mauryan empire (that had its capital Patliputra in 
ancient Bihar). Chanakya had worked on religious and cultural 
identity as long ago as 300 years before the Common Era. 


In the Indian context, the surge of Hindutva may well be taken as 
an affront to multi-faith society. It isan overt attempt to assert the 
Hindu identity. A debate is raging over NRC-CAA-NPR, which 
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the great grandson of Mahatma Gandhi, Tushar Gandhi describes 
as ‘three bullets to shoot at Bapu’. (27) The debate has split the 
population into black or white, with none willing to rest on 
the grey middle ground. Secularism was introduced as a political 
instrument. But India perhaps did commit a grave mistake by 
applying it to its society. 


BJP’S BREAKING DAWN 


BJP’s principal rival has been too wary of the old Lalu slogans, 
‘securalism and social justice’ as the BJP has succeeded in raising a 
bigger wall of nationalism and Hindutva in its bid to nullify the 
‘reservation, secular and socialist’ pitch. RJD leader Tejashwi 
avoided the Lalu slogans, stayed focussed on Nitish Kumar and 
attracted huge crowds with his populist promises. The BJP, on the 
other hand, used all its political arsenal at its command. While 
PM Narendra Modi talked of ‘double engine government, Ram 
temple construction at Ayodhya and a bit of nationalism’, the 
party also got UP CM Yogi Adityanath campaigning in the Muslim- 
dominated Seemanchal region. The third phase of polls on 
78 seats saw the NDA win 57 seats, with the BJP playing a mix of 
politics of development, caste and religion. BJP cleverly played 
separate card for separate areas. 


From being an untouchable party during its Jana Sangh days to 
becoming the senior NDA partner in Bihar, BJP has traversed a long 
journey. Bihar perhaps still remains the last frontier for the BJP after 
having prevailed in UP politics. If Socialists of all hues still come 
together, they can still pose a challenge to the BJP. But it is not likely 
to happen. BJP taking the centre-stage of Bihar politics could just be 
a matter of time. From 1967, when the Bharatiya Jana Sangh first 
became part of government, saffron is on its way to complete its 
journey. But one thing that looks almost certain—it may not have 
to wait till 2025 Assembly election. 


TEJASHWI AND 
CHIRAG 


The Socialists’ Sons 





He had made up his mind to go back to the NDA. The fear of being 
trapped in Srijan could be one reason.... 


Misa has great influence on Tej Pratap Yadav. Aishwarya Rai has 
publicly accused Misa of breaking her conjugal ties... 


After meeting Sonia Gandhi twice, Chirag had a clear idea that the 
UPA was not going to concede much to LJP. He took a call of joining 
NDA.... 


ONE WANTED TO be a cricketer, another a film star. The former 
did not get to play a single match with Indian Premier League’s 
Delhi Daredevil team, the latter had a forgettable film, Mile Na 
Mile Hum. Both were destined to become politicians—not because 
of any hard training in politics but because they are dynasts. 


Tejashwi Prasad Yadav, younger son of Lalu Prasad, and Chirag 
Paswan, the only son of Ram Vilas Paswan, have been in politics 
for some time now. While Tejashwi has been struggling hard to 
hold on to his father’s vote-base, Muslim and Yadav (MY) in 
particular, Chirag has almost followed in his father’s footsteps and 
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is second-time Lok Janshakti Party (LJP) MP from Jamui and also 
the national president of his party. Tejashwi, who served as deputy 
chief minister, is Leader of Opposition in the Assembly. In a way, 
Lalu Prasad and Ram Vilas Paswan have passed on their political 
batons to their sons. Lalu has kept the position of RJD national 
president and Paswan a Union cabinet berth, when he died. 


Tejashwi and Chirag have been active in politics since the 2014 
Lok Sabha elections. While Tejashwi has tasted both success and 
failure, Chirag is not yet exposed to failures. Chirag had timed his 
party’s return to the NDA just at the right time. Under Narendra 
Modi, LJP has reaped good harvests. LJP won six out of seven seats 
contested in 2014 and six out of six in 2019. Rajya Sabha berth 
to Ram Vilas Paswan came as a bonus. The difference of slogans 
between Tejashwi and Chirag also tell a bit of their political 
thinking. Tejashwi says, ‘Garibi mitao, berojgari hatao (erase poverty 
and remove unemployment)’; Chirag says, ‘Bihar first, Bihari first’. 
Chirag looks urban, Tejashwi semi-urban. Tejashwi has a desi 
accent, Chirag has non-Bihari accent, thanks to his convent 
schooling. In style of speaking, both do not follow their fathers— 
Tejashwi has his style of matter-of-fact speaking, shorn of the 
rusticity of his father. Chirag speaks in a husky voice and looks 
more of an actor while he speaks. Tejashwi is somewhat tested 
without the umbrella of his father, Chirag has been under the 
umbrella of Modi and his father Ram Vilas Paswan. Chirag taking 
over as LJP national president has been his first real test. 


Tejashwi, Fighting a Battle to Keep 
MY and MINE Intact 


It was sometime in 2010 that Tejashwi Prasad Yadav returned to 
Patna after playing the Jamshedpur premier league cricket match. 
As his father Lalu Prasad was at the RJD office, he dropped in 
casually. Lalu Prasad introduced his son, then a 19-year-old boy 
wearing a full-sleeve shirt and pants, to the media and as the 
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young boy took the mike briefly to say a few words, Lalu Prasad 
looked at his son admiringly. Even though this introduction was 
unplanned, it went down as a sort of projection of Tejashwi. 


Tejashwi went on to address 40-odd public meetings during the 
2010 Assembly campaign, getting a good crowd connect. He had 
been sharing dais with senior leaders like Abdul Bari Siddiqui, 
Shakil Ahmed Khan and Ghulam Gous. Lalu Prasad had been 
happy about the public attention his younger son was getting. 


But Tejashwi had not yet formally taken to politics. He had been 
part of the IPL from Daredevil team for five seasons from 2008 
and 2012, albeit without a single day out in the park. Some RJD 
workers, who would wait for Tejashwi’s turn, however, did not 
want him to be the conventional 12th man, carrying water bottles 
and towels to playing batsmen. Just as he had been cooling his 
heels in cricket, the ground in politics was getting warmer for 
him, with the fodder scam verdict nearing. Lalu Prasad’s political 
innings was coming to an end. 


Tejashwi was born with a proverbial silver spoon in his mouth. 
As a toddler, he had taken his first steps at CM residence of 1, 
Anne Marg. There have been fewer stories of pranks about 
Tejashwi than his elder brother Tej. In a sense, Tejashwi was 
taken as a serious child from the beginning. Tejashwi, who had 
stayed outside of Patna for his schooling and playing cricket, 
had developed into a more mature individual than his elder 
brother Tej Pratap, fondly called Teju by his parents. He was 
called Tej (fast) because strong wind had been blowing at the time 
of his birth. Tejashwi was named so because Lalu had believed 
he would bring fame. 


Tej had been notorious for troubling photo-journalists during his 
growing days. Ashok Sinha, a senior photographer, recals: ‘Before 
every Press conference, Lalu Prasad would warn us about possible 
pranks by Tej. At times, he would run away with a camera. 
Tej had been a very naughty and unpredictable child.’ (1) 
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By early 2012, Tejashwi had decided on taking to active politics, 
leaving cricket. The Fodder scam trials were drawing to a close and 
the verdict in the first case was about to be delivered. It was the time 
when Sanjay Yadav, an MBA and master in computer science from 
Haryana, was introduced to Tejashwi by a common friend. Sanjay 
Yadav had been inclined towards Socialist politics and was also 
known to Akhilesh Yadav, who had just become UP CM. 


Sanjay Yadav recalls: We would spend five to seven hours 
together daily for four-five months at Lalu Prasad’s 25, Tughlaq 
Road residence, discussing Socialist politics and how Tejashwi 
should make his start. It was a period when Tejashwi had been 
watching all possible video speeches of Kanshi Ram, Mayawati, 
George Fernandes and Atal Bihari Vajpayee besides the ones by 
his father. He was impressed with Kanshi Ram’s line of thinking 
and liked Vajpayee’s choice of words. We also made an official 
website of RJD and thus, introduced technology in the RJD set-up 
for the first time.’ (2) 


‘The RJD decided on channelising and mobilising youth, something 
on the lines of the NSUI. In Bihar, no political party had been 
focussing on youth. In December 2012, we called a meeting of 
RJD youth district presidents. RJD State youth president and the 
national president, Alok Mehta had been given a definite role. 
Tejashwi did not want to disturb the existing RJD setup and yet 
carved a niche for himself. For two-and-a-half years, he focussed 
on youth politics. He did not take any post in the organisation. 
Tejashwi was against the use of sobriquet like “Yuva Hriday Samrat 
(king of the hearts of the young)” but insisted on being addressed 
as yuva saathi (young friend).’ 


Tejashwi asked for bigger use of technology and asked all party 
leaders to create a mail ID and Facebook account. The use of 
technology was reflected for the first time with news and 
photographs on Lalu Prasad’s yatra being uploaded on the party’s 
website and media-persons getting mails from the RJD. 
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Tejashwi addressed youth wing functionaries for the first time 
during a seminar on education at the Nehru Planetorium’s 
auditorium in April 2013. Tejashwi started youth public meetings 
in each district. Quite symbolically, he began his tour from former 
CM and Socialist icon Karpoori Thakur’s hometown of Samastipur. 
While covering this trip from Patna to Samastipur for The Indian 
Express, I tried to observe the nuances of this young boy. Before 
leaving his 10, Circular Road residence, he tried to get it politically 
correct by touching the feet of his elder brother Tej Pratap, who is 
ironically younger to him as per his birth certificate. 


In those days, Tej was not at all interested in politics. He had 
two passions—riding a sports bike and getting immersed in the 
devotion of Lord Krishna and Lord Shiva. A room next to the guest 
room at 10, Circular, is his puja room that has access to a few. 
The room has photographs of gods and goddesses. His religious 
allegiance kept shifting from Lord Krishna to Lord Shiva, and at 
times striking a balance between the two. His puja room has flute, 
conch, kartar (cymbals) and rudraksh collections. Peacock wing 
clips have a special place. 


Tej is the one who was fascinated by flying and wanted to become 
a pilot. He had joined the Patna flying club. He is an example of a 
child who had opened his consciousness in the CM house, with 
his parents ruling the State for 15 years. Tej was never intended to 
be political. He trained as a politician only because his sister Misa 
had taken to political training during the good and tough days of 
Lalu when her brothers were still too young to understand politics. 
Only when the younger sibling Tejashwi began to be promoted as 
Lalu’s political heir did Tej take to politics, probably again at his 
sister’s behest. 


Misa is now a Rajya Sabha MP. She has been on the outer circle of 
the RJD power map, while the two brothers are vying for Anne 
Marg, which is geographically 50 metres away from their parents’ 
address but politically still miles away. A senior RJD leader says 
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Misa has great influence on Tej Pratap Yadav. Aishwarya Rai, Tej’s 
former wife, has publicly accused Misa of breaking her marital 
ties. Misa, however, has defended herself time and again through 
media platforms. 


While Tejashwi and Tej used to share the same address, the two 
lived differently, maintaining some distance from each other. They 
would rarely discuss serious politics when they met during the 
course of the day. Tej has been living in a separate house. When 
he needed a separate accommodation sometime in 2019, he called 
up CM Nitish Kumar, who promptly allotted him a bungalow. 


The Samastipur trip was Tejashwi’s formal induction into politics. 
It also sent a tacit message to the older Tej about the family getting 
ready to pass on the baton to the younger brother, who looked 
keen to take to politics. When Tejashwi stopped at Hajipur to 
garland the statue of a local hero, an elderly woman blessed him 
and compared his physical attributes to Lalu Prasad. ‘Laluji jaisan 
gor hathin (Tejashwi is as fair complexioned as Lalu)’, said the 
woman. At another stop, another elderly woman emerging from 
the slum cluster blessed him as the young boy touched her feet. 
After having crossed several such stops and walking down some 
streets and speaking briefly, Tejashwi finally reached Samastipur 
where he spoke of giving more youth representation in the party 
structure. As Lalu Prasad was still Union railway minister, he 
also boasted of polishing Bihar as the railways system had been 
‘shining’ under his father. ‘Dono baap-beta milkar Bihar ko chamka 
denge (both father and son will make Bihar shine)’, said Tejashwi 
enthusiastically. (3) It was not appreciated by some senior RJD 
leaders and then, it was just a 22-year-old boy speaking. 


Before facing his first big interview on the Seedhi Baat programme 
of Aajtak with Rahul Kanwal, Tejashwi went for mock rounds and 
also discussed answers of possible supplementary queries. Sanjay 
Yadav disclosed, before every big interview, meticulous preparation 
and role play would take place. 
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Tejashwi’s next serious assignment followed before the Lok Sabha 
elections of 2014 when he decided to change RJD’s campaign 
method. As Lalu Prasad had also started using some Internet and 
IT tools as the Union railway minister, Tejshwi impressed upon 
his father to take it to another level to compete with his tech-savvy 
rivals like the BJP and the JD(U). For the first time, Lalu Prasad’s 
house had a devoted IT cell, called ‘war room’ to give a competition 
to rivals. Five young boys with IT backgrounds were hired. Social 
media accounts of the party and top RJD leaders were opened. 


After Lalu was convicted and sent to jail in October 2013, Tejashwi 
embarked on a Yuva Chetna rally that had an emotional touch 
because he played up the political vendetta card to a good effect. 
Now, MLAs and senior leaders had started taking notice of 
Tejashwi and started attending his public meetings. 


He also took part in selective poll campaigns as Lalu Prasad still 
dominated the campaign after being out on bail after his conviction 
in the fodder scam case. 


After Lalu Prasad was released on bail after two-and-a-half months, 
he started campaigning for the 2014 Lok Sabha polls. But there 
had been increasing demands for Tejashwi as well. Senior leaders 
like Prabhunath Singh and Raghuvansh Prasad Singh would say 
how the young crowd had been asking for Tejashwi’s public 
meetings in their constituencies. 


Tejashwi enjoyed great camaraderie with Ram Kripal Yadav’s son 
for a good number of years till Ram Kripal separated from Lalu, 
after their 30 years association after being denied ticket in the 2014 
polls. The sons of the two leaders would spend maximum time 
with each other during their Delhi stays. But it was this proximity 
of Ram Kripal’s son to Tejashwi that led to the pre-announement 
discloser of the details of the RJD plan to give the Pataliputra ticket 
to Misa and not to Ram Kripal. Two young friends in the making 
had to separate as their fathers did not agree to co-exist politically. 
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Tejashwi’s another aide is his cousin Mani Yadav. Tejashwi 
somehow misses professional and dispassionate advisors in his 
team. His politics is still driven by family and emotion. 


Tejashwi, who had been instrumental in getting a ticket for the 
young leader Bulo Mandal (Shailesh Kumar) from Bhagalpur, 
proved himself a giant killer by defeating BJP stalwart Syed 
Shahnawaz Hussain. Sanjay Yadav started working with Tejashwi 
full-fledged after Lalu Prasad went to jail. It was a lean patch for 
the RJD as Lalu had also undergone heart surgery. Lalu Prasad 
began to seek Tejashwi’s advice on the Janata family merger. 
Tejashwi was in favour of Chakra (wheel) symbol and also recalled 
the Janata Dal slogan of Jiske haath mein ho chakka, uski jeet hai 
pakka (victory is ensured for one who has wheel symbol)’. 


After Nitish Kumar had aligned with the RJD after 2014 Lok Sabha 
polls, he had started meeting Lalu Prasad’s family members quite 
frequently. 


Sanjay Yadav recalls: 


It was on 9 January 2015, Nitish Kumar invited Tejashwi for a 
formal meeting at JD(U) leader Pavan Varma’s Delhi residence. 
Tejashwi, Manoj Jha and Sanjay Yadav stayed at Varma’s place for 
close to two hours discussing Nitish’s discomfort with then CM 
Jitan Ram Manjhi and his closeness to the BJP. It was the seasoned 
Nitish Kumar’s first acknowledgement of Tejashwi. (4) 


Sanjay calls Tejashwi ‘a good student and a fast learner’ who is 
willing to learn from anyone. He often seeks advice from elder 
sister Misa Bharti and his mother Rabri Devi. Sanjay Yadav says 
Tejashwi values merit and cannot allow himself to be used by 
anyone. 


Sanjay Yadav is to Tejashwi what Bhola Yadav has been to Lalu 
Prasad for years now. But there is a little difference—while Bhola 
Yadav provided little intellectual input to Lalu Yadav for his 
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politics, Sanjay Yadav has been Tejashwi’s political brain. He is a 
political advisor to his politician friend. Occasionally, Rajya Sabha 
MP Manoj Kumar Jha would provide Tejashwi ideas, especially on 
national matters. The RJD’s decision of opposing the Extremely 
Backward Classes (EWS) quota was Manoj Jha’s decision. His plea 
was simple. Jha told me as much during a conversation that by 
opposing EWS, RJD had been trying only to address its core 
constituency of OBCs. This, however, did not go down well with 
some upper caste leaders of RJD. Senior leader Raghuvansh Prasad 
Singh, who had lost to a much low-profile Veena Singh of the LJP 
from Vaishali, had blamed the RJD decision to oppose EWS. 


Lalu Prasad’s elder son Tej Pratap watched all these political 
proceedings with disinterest. On one occasion in 2014, Lalu did 
not look happy, as Tej was not paying heed to what he was saying 
when the entire media was listening to him. In a fit of rage, he 
stood up to register his anger at his son. All journalists also rose 
from their chairs, without understanding what had happened. But 
very soon, Lalu calmed down as Tej left the scene. Perhaps, that 
could be the day when Lalu’s decision to pass on his political 
baton to his younger son got firmer. 


Tejashwi’s test of character and strength was seen after his father 
was convicted in one of the fodder cases and he accompanied his 
father from Ranchi to Patna with hordes of supporters. Lalu Prasad 
had been jailed for over two months. This was the time Tejashwi had 
been on his own, to make his mistakes and learn from it. He had 
seniors like Jagtanand Singh, Raghuvansh Prasad Singh, Abdul 
Bari Siddiqui, Ramchandra Purve and even his mother Rabri Devi 
to advice, but those two months were really a testing time for 
the RJD. There had been hardly any political action during the 
period. The family was burdened by court files, appeals, rejections 
and hopes. And when Lalu Prasad was granted bail, over 200 
supporters accompanied Lalu from Ranchi to Patna on a road 
routes. Tejashwi had been driving along with his father and 
witnessing the kind of public support his father still elicited, even 
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after being convicted. While his opponents had been casting slurs 
and aspersions of proven corruption, Tejashwi quietly watched 
the RJD’s core base-vote remaining intact and impactful. 


Then Ranchi correspondent for The Indian Express, Deepu 
Sebastian Edmond, who tracked Lalu from Ranchi, recounts tales 
of Lalu’s stopovers and how even ‘a police officer washed Lalu’s 
feet at his home’. Edmond thinks, if a politician, taken down and 
out by an opponent after conviction, can ‘receive such reception 
from the public’, very little can be read politically into the fact of 
a popular leader being sullied or unsullied. (5) 


As there was a three-way fight in the 2014 LS polls, the BJP and 
the RJD had been the principal opponents for the Bihar seats, with 
JD(U) relegated to the third position. Despite Lalu using the 
‘political vendetta’ allegations against him to good effect, his party 
could win only four seats. But the total vote-share of RJD and 
JD(U) read over 45 per cent, against BJP’s 39 per cent. This is 
where a fresh realignment was approached. Nitish had become 
a two-MP party man from 20 seats. He knew he needed Lalu’s 
support-base to convert it into results. He started sending vibes 
to Lalu through Sharad Yadav. First, Lalu supported the JD(U) in 
nominations of Rajya Sabha seats in 2014 and later extended 
outside support to Nitish Kumar, who had returned as CM, 
replacing Jitan Ram Manjhi in February 2015. 


It had been Lalu Prasad all the way in the 2015 assembly poll 
campaign with Prashant Kishor spearheading the poll campaign 
of the Grand Alliance constituting RJD, JD(U) and the Congress. 
Tejashwi watched those social recombinations and later mutual 
transfer of votes with interest. It was such a formidable combination 
of two Socialist icons, with the Congress providing the topping of 
its base Dalit and upper caste votes and some share of Muslim votes. 
Tejashwi looked confident. 


On the last day of the poll campaign, he took all his seven brothers- 
in-law to play snooker at the Secretariat Hall, in order to unwind. 
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They did not discuss any politics that evening. They did not need 
it either. 


Prashant Kishor had predicted 180 out of 243. They got 178, 
RJD got 80, JD(U) got 71 and the Congress got 27. Narendra 
Modi, who had just arrived with a clean mandate in 2014, had 
his first big loss. The Indian Express brilliantly headlined it, ‘Bihaar’ 
a day after the 2015 Assembly poll results. 


Tejashwi, from being sworn in as deputy CM in December 
2015 till the RJD’s separation with Nitish in July 2017, had seen 
perhaps the best and worst of politics. He learnt lessons of good 
governance under Nitish Kumar and performed reasonably well 
as a road construction minister. He did not face any corruption 
charges. He enjoyed his number two slot, sitting next to Nitish 
during Assembly sessions, and had his brother Tej taking the third 
slot ahead of party veteran AB Siddiqui. The young politician’s 
harrowing days started after the soil scam exposure and subsequent 
disclosures of his family members having several sham companies 
and getting land from several political beneficiaries. It was followed 
by CBI raids in the IRCTC scam, in the first week of July. With 
Lalu Prasad sent to jail again in 2017, Tejashwi had to be his own 
man and politician. 


Tejashwi says: ‘The CBI case against me in a 12-year-old scam, in 
afterthought, now clearly looks like a design by Nitish Kumar, 
Narendra Modi and Amit Shah to frame me. As for my politics, | 
have gone back to the people to expose Nitish Kumar’s doublespeak 
on zero tolerance against corruption. One has no right to talk of 
moral authority on corruption, under whose nose government 
funds had been siphoned off under the Srijan scam.’ (6) 


He gives his side of story on the Grand Alliance split: 


‘When I met the CM a week before the split, I asked him if he 
wanted me to resign. He said I should not resign but offer my side 
of the story on allegations against me. In retrospect, I think even 
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my resignation would not have solved the issue. He had made up 
his mind to go back to the NDA. The fear of being trapped in the 
Srijan case could be one reason. Second, he could have sensed 
that the Grand Alliance might not project him as its CM face in 
the 2020 polls. In a sense, he was afraid of me, a political rookie. 
My walls still have his photograph but he is not a good uncle any 
longer, for I want him to tell the world what is his ideology—is it 
Mandal or Kamandal? | also want to ask him if it is his last political 
somersault.’ (7) 


Around the time, Chandrika Rai, son of former CM Daroga Prasad 
Rai who had also mentored Lalu Prasad, had come with the 
proposal of his daughter’s marriage for Tejashwi. Since the older 
Tej was unmarried, Rabri Devi said the offer should be for Tej, not 
Tejashwi. Even though Chandrika Rai thought Tej was a mismatch 
for his Miranda House graduate daughter Aishwarya Rai, he settled 
with the idea of it being an alliance of two big Yadav families. 
It did not matter so much which brother. Tej had been hesitant 
about taking the offer but finally agreed to his mother’s wish. 
When his deputy CM brother came to join him in the shagun 
ceremony from his across-the-road bungalow, to their parents’ 
house, clean-shaven Tej blushed and told his brother affectionately: 
‘Shaadi me ghoda se jaayenge and tumhe nachna hoga (1 will ride a 
horse during my marriage ceremony and you will have to dance). 
The two brothers also discussed dresses they would wear. Lalu 
Prasad had got parole to attend his son’s marriage in 2018. The 
feast was open to all and sundry at the Veterinary College Ground 
in Patna. Lalu Prasad had his destiny woven around veterinary— 
his initial days stay at his elder brother’s Chaprasi quarters and 
his conviction in the animal husbandry case. As the audience 
swooned to Mere rash-e-qamar, sung by a professional singer and 
LED screens displaying it, Lalu Prasad wore a pink turban. Nitish 
Kumar also arrived and shook hands with Lalu. He had tried his 
best to avoid eye contact with Lalu, but then, he could not have 
done so as Lalu was the host. 
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For the first two months, Tej and Aishwarya’s marriage looked 
perfect. The image of Tej seating his wife on a bicycle was in the 
public domain, showing the couple smiling ear to ear. Unknown 
to the public, soon Tej began to be taunted for his lower rank 
in the Nitish ministry and the bigger political clout of his 
younger brother Tejashwi. The incompatibility began to hurt their 
relationship and Tej started looking for new accommodation. 
Nitish Kumar obliged. Tej filed a divorce petition against Aishwarya 
in a Patna family court and left Patna for almost two months for 
peace of mind and to avoid the media. 


Chandrika Rai believed, the relationship could still be salvaged. 
He and some elders from both sides tried to tell Lalu Prasad and 
Rabri to either save Tej and Aishwarya marriage, or ask Tejashwi 
to marry her again. While Tej lived separately, the ambitious 
Aishwarya still lived with her in-laws. 


Tej also held it against his parents and Tejashwi, for giving tickets 
to his father-in-law Chandrika from Saran, a seat represented by 
his father Lalu. Tej had suggested that either his mother or he 
should have contested from Saran. Tej openly asked his supporters 
to defeat his father-in-law. 


Lalu Prasad brought in his trusted friend Jagtanand Singh to 
head the State unit of the party to bring some order in the 
party. Jagtanand is one leader who has never questioned Lalu’s 
family. He had been also a trusted number two in two Rabri Devi 
governments. 


Tejashwi addresses Singh as ‘Jagata Babuji’ and makes it clear that 
the party has to follow discipline norms set by Singh. Lalu Prasad 
would also often cite example of discipline in JD(U) under Nitish, 
to his party workers. Jagtanand has accepted Tejashwi as leader 
and reports to him on party matters when needed. An advice from 
Lalu Prasad is anyway sought on phone from his Ranchi hospital 
bed on the mobile numbers of some Lalu aides. Communication 
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is still not an issue. Physical presence of Lalu Prasad in the fields 
surely is. 


Tej Pratap takes little interest in party matters and does not often 
attend any party meeting called by Singh. However, Tej does show 
the utmost respect for the former Buxar MP, Jagtanand Singh, 
saying how he and Tejashwi were raised on his lap. Tej is back 
to his devotions, tripund and sandalwood paste, and sports long 
hair. His political ambition surfaces just before elections, when 
he wants his political share. For public consumption, he backs his 
‘Arjuna’ Tejashwi to the full, to see him as chief minister. Before 
the 2020 assembly elections, Tej Pratap was often heard saying: 
‘I have already crowned him with a silver crown, I have no lust for 
power. He is my Arjuna and an Arjuna does need a charioteer.’ (8) 


Inside, perhaps there lurks a deep sulk. He floated the Lalu-Rabri 
Morcha during the 2019 LS polls, when he had fielded independent 
candidates from three Lok Sabha seats opposite the official RJD 
candidates, dividing the vote.Tej is a rebel in the making. He can 
be a readymade rebel at the slightes provocation. So long as the 
Lalu family is out of power, the two brothers will stick together. 
Once RJD regains power, Tej is not likely to co-exist. His estranged 
wife has left him with a sense of doubt. He lives and struggles with 
those doubts. His purported devotion to gods is not able to guide 
the elder Lalu scion. He has also floated a parodied version of the 
RSS, naming it the DSS, which has hardly any activities and plans. 
His organisations are as mercurial as their master. 


Tej says his father alone can take all the important party decisions 
and both brothers will follow it. He says ‘Nitish Kumar is not in 
the company of good people (read BJP)’ but RJD has lost its trust 
now. But it is Lalu Prasad, who can still take a call, if there is 
still a possibility left for Nitish’s return. Tej also says that RJD 
workers have to run the LP (Lalu Prasad) movement on the pattern 
of the JP Movement, to spread Lalu’s idea of social justice. He 
plays down the rift between the brothers and says that ‘every 
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family has some share of such differences but brother's love is so 
special.’ (9) Tej won the Muslim-dominated Hasanpur seat against 
the JD(U) in November. 


In turn, Tejashwi says that, ‘Tej has already called me his Arjuna 
and that should be enough to settle the debate.’ (10) For Tejashwi, 
the challenge is not just to keep Muslim-Yadav vote-base (about 
32 per cent) intact but also to hold his family together, especially 
his mercurial elder brother. 


Chirag, the Ambitious Paswan Scion 


In the 2009 Lok Sabha poll campaign, a tall man with long hair 
and brown eyes had been attracting public attention. He was 
riding the pillion seat of a motorcycle amidst chants of ‘Ram Vilas 
Paswan jindabad (long live Ram Vilas Paswan!)’ and the most 
famous Paswan slogan ‘gunje dharti aasman, Ram Vilas Paswan 
(from earth to heavens, there has been rant of Ram Vilas Paswan)’. 
The word was soon out that the youth was Ram Vilas Paswan’s 
son. It was the first public appearance of Chirag. He was speaking 
accented Hindi. He said that ‘his legendary father did not need 
the help of his son but Chirag was just out to seek people’s 
blessings’. (11) But Paswan lost his Hajipur citadel to 89-year-old 
Ram Sundar Das of JD(U). 


During the 2019 poll campaign, Chirag appeared to be greatly 
hurt to read news reports about him contesting the Hajipur LS seat. 
He delivered a passionate speech at Jamui, in the presence of 
senior BJP leader Rajnath Singh and his father Ram Vilas Paswan. 
‘Hajipur is associated with my father and I respect the people of 
Hajipur but Jamui is like my mother whom I cannot desert’, said 
Chirag. There was an inside story circulating about Chirag being 
considered from Hajipur, as he was not so sure of Jamui. Pashupati 
Kumar Paras, who was contesting from Hajipur, was upset with 
the plan and the idea had to be dropped. The NDA surprised the 
Paswans, the media and the country on result day. In Bihar, 
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the NDA won 39 out of 40 Lok Sabha seats. Only Muslim-dominated 
Kishanganj went to the Congress. 


At 37, Chirag is the LJP national president. He is his own man 
now and takes his decisions independently. His father and Union 
minister Ram Vilas Paswan had said not long ago: ‘Nothing grows 
under shade. I wanted Chirag to be his own man. I used to take 
my decisions at a very early age. I do not mind him committing 
mistakes, he will learn from them. When my youngest brother 
Ram Chandra Paswan passed away, Chirag had been clear on his 
son Prince contesting from the Samastipur Lok Sabha seat, which 
he won easily in a by-poll. Chirag was also clear in his mind about 
making Prince LJP State president.’ (12) 


Ram Vilas Paswan told everyone his son had shown signs of 
coming of age politically, the day he decided to join the NDA 
before 2014 Lok Sabha polls. ‘After meeting Sonia Gandhi twice, 
Chirag had a clear idea that the UPA was not going to concede 
much to the LJP. He took a call of joining NDA and I backed him 
fully. He is not from our generation who can compromise and live 
with constraints. When he feels something is against LJP interest, 
he says it. He has been an avid Nitish Kumar supporter, but does 
not shy away from constructive criticism.’ (13) 


Chirag’s entry into active and electoral politics was necessitated 
because of his father’s heart ailments. In 2013, doctors had said 
the time for a surgery had come. His wife Reena Paswan had 
been shaky. Chirag was also unsure. Ram Vilas Paswan had been 
advised against taking too much pressure and avoid long travels 
as much as possible. Against this backdrop, Chirag’s entry into 
electoral politics was certain. He had already successfully organised 
the Chuharmal Baba function in Mokama in 2013 and had started 
getting connected with people. 


Chirag—with his father sharing the dais with NDA PM candidate 
Narendra Modi—was a poster of the growing NDA alliance at a 


Tejashwi and Chirag | 261 


time when Nitish had severed ties with the NDA. Chirag chose the 
reserved seat of Jamui and won comprehensively. 


Chirag has been very vocal on social media and at times put JD(U) 
in a spot of bother, with his veiled criticism of CM Nitish Kumar. 
But the next moment, he reinstated faith in Nitish’s leadership. 
He has been learning the tricks of the trade fast. But his problem 
is the limited reach of his party that hovers around six to eight 
per cent of the votebank. 


The Scheduled Caste population in Bihar is around 16 per cent 
of the State total, with Paswans constituting about six per cent of 
it. Chirag’s challenge is to expand beyond the Paswan votes, if he 
has State politics in his mind. When a TV anchor asked Chirag if 
he wanted to become CM, he kept quiet. It was his father who 
gave the answer in the affirmative. He has to decide if ‘Bihar first’ 
is part of his political agenda or he is happy to follow in the 
footsteps of his father, who remained happy with national politics. 


Chirag lacks the rustic charm of his father. His permanent address 
reads—Mantriji Tola, Shaharbanni, Alauli, Khagaria’. But there 
has been too little of Shaharbanni in Chirag. His connect with the 
Dalit constituency is limited. Chirag, however, denies that he is 
the urban version of his father. He says his upbringing in Delhi 
might give one such impression but he is firmly rooted to the 
ground. ‘I still go to my paternal village of Shaharbanni twice in a 
year. When my grandparents were alive, I would spend my summer 
vacation there. I loved bathing from the tubewells. Village life has 
so much affability. Every day is like a festival. I am comfortable 
without AC and not at all used to the luxury of life as one would 
think about me.’ (14) 


Chirag was happy with the first term of Nitish and found the 
second term quite okay. The third term, he says, was disappointing 
with migration not stopping. The chilling truth of the migration of 
labour from Bihar was exposed during the Covid-19 lockdown. 
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The health and education sectors need a lot of improvement, as per 
people’s feedback, Chirag says. When Chirag told Nitish Kumar 
about the ‘Dial 100’ number not functioning at most places, 
including for the CM’s home district of Nalanda, the CM gave him 
data on decreasing crime graph. The young LJP president’s take is 
simple. He wants a comparative data of each term, than comparing 
it with any Jungle Raj. He says, when the State was stuck at the 
22nd position—as it was 15 years ago—there must have been 
something very wrong. He says if new industry is not set up, at 
least closed mills should be reopened. Before the 2020 assembly 
polls, Chirag had said, he would not fight shy of ‘constructive 
criticism of the Nitish government’. During the polls Chirag was 
the CM’s greatest critic and the reason for JD(U)’s seat losses. 


While he was still undecided about his career, he followed politics 
keenly and would admire Atal Bihari Vajpayee and Sushma Swaraj 
a lot for their oratorical skills and right choice of words. There 
is hardly any speech available on YouTube, which he has not 
watched. In fact, he told as much to Sushma Swaraj while speaking 
in the Lok Sabha during his first term as an MP. 


Chirag also likes Rajnath Singh as a leader, who is a family friend. 
Chirag has read literature on JP but more than that, he has heard 
alot of stories about JP from his father. ‘Since there is an institution 
at home, I have heard a lot of Socialist stories from my father... As 
a leader in Bihar, I cannot look beyond anyone besides my father. 
But unlike him, I want to remain more focussed on State politics 
than national politics.’ (15) 


Chirag, who did his schooling from the Air Force Golden Jubilee 
Institute, Delhi, is a computer science engineer from the Amity 
University, Noida. By the time he could think of it, he had an 
offer of doing a film with Kangana Renaut. Chirag had done 
theatre in schools and was tempted to take the offer. The film did 
average business and Chirag was firm that it was not his cup of 
tea. But the film did give him his name. Even though the film did 
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not do well, its song, Katto gilahari, was quite a hit. It was a time 
when there was a bypoll in Maharajganj. “We were in alliance with 
RJD. Lalu Prasad had perhaps heard about the song.’ Since Paswan 
had taken ill, the RJD chief wanted Chirag to campaign in 
Maharajganj. Chirag came from Mumbai to Delhi, met his father 
‘who gave me tips on what to say’. Once Chirag tasted popularity 
on a political forum, it was like a lion tasting blood. He dropped 
the idea of returning to Mumbai where ‘three film offers awaited 
me’. While covering up for his father’s absence, he says he does 
not know how he got completely into politics. 


Chirag has a big circle of friends. With his two friends, he thought 
of doing something creative during the summer holidays of 
Class 10. He and his friends engaged some tailors, a portion 
of Paswan’s residence became a workshop for stitching shirts, 
designed by Chirag and his friends. They took a shop on rent at 
Greater Kailash, where Chirag would go as a normal shopkeeper. 
The three friends did marginally profitable business and were 
happy for their efforts made rather than the money earned. That 
was Chirag’s first income that made Paswans very happy. 
Chirag’s mother Reena had made it clear that Chirag had to 
complete his study properly, before deciding to take up any field 
professionally. 


But Paswans seldom discussed politics at the dining table. Ram 
Vilas Paswan had made it a rule for all family members to have 
dinner together. Senior Paswan would ask, ‘how was the day’ 
rather than discuss politics. It is only after Chirag came into active 
politics that he started discussing politics freely with his father. 


Ram Vilas Paswan recalled how he had to run away from his 12, 
Rajendra Prasad Road residence of Delhi with his two-year-old 
son Chirag, in 1984 when a Sikh, who was attacked, had entered 
his house for safety and a mob had torched his house. ‘George 
Fernandes and Karpoori Thakur were also there. Karpooriji was 
hurt while trying to escape from a house engulfed in fire.’ (16) 
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Chirag does not want the comfort of national politics. He wants to 
devote time in State politics and has his roadmap ready. He says 
health and education should be priority areas, as quality in both 
sectors are lacking. The people of Bihar have to go out for better 
health services and education. He feels religious tourism has 
immense potential. Gaya can be developed into a world class city. 
He even discusses the Jain pilgrimage centre, Lachhuar in Jamui, 
but notes that roads from Patna to Lachhuar are still not that 
good and people travelling, have darshan of Mahavir through the 
rigours of the journey. He says Hajipur’s banana provides a big 
scope for food processing. 


The young leader also believes that the Election Commission of 
India should make it mandatory for every party to make public its 
manifesto, three months before election. What happens generally as 
the election draws closer, talks along Hindus versus Muslims and 
caste divide begin, says Chirag. He had been playing the ‘young 
Bihari’ card for himself against Nitish. He had been launching 
tirades against Nitish on issues of ‘poor’ governance despite being 
part of the alliance. Nitish has got back Dalit leader and former CM 
Jitan Ram Manjhi in NDA to provide some counter to Chirag, who 
has been trying hard to emerge as the Dalit icon of Bihar. 


Tejashwi and Chirag have chosen to flow with the Socialist stream 
so far. Tejashwi is obviously in conflict with the saffron, Chirag 
has comfort and choice of being on either side, as his politics has 
no aversion to either green or saffron. However, the BJP is keenly 
watching both Chirag and Tejashwi. Post Ram Vilas, it co-opting 
the suave Chirag is a distinct possibility. Nitish may shelter Tej 
in his JD(U), no matter who Nitish allies with. With Jitan Majhi in 
the NDA, LJP and JD(U) too in, the Grand Alliance did not seem 
too strong in the run up to the 2020 assembly elections. Tejashwi 
has won his individual seat and proven his mettle but he may have 
to wait long for the CM’s chair. Nitish is fourth time CM. But for 
how long? Chirag may soon become the young face of the NDA in 


Tejashwi and Chirag | 265 


the State. However, with 42 lakh migrants staring it in the face, 
and a bleak economy with little chance of a recovery within a year, 
the NDA had to fight hard to win, Tejashwi walking away with 
more than he is credited for. Only the next few years will tell if the 
two young leaders can become CMs of Bihar. 


Post 2020 Assembly elections, the two people being most talked 
about are Tejashwi Prasad Yadav and Chirag Paswan, the former 
for almost defeating the NDA and the latter for making the JD(U) 
into a smaller party. Both the young protagonists of the Bihar story 
approached their politics with clarity. Tejashwi talked of jobs, 
migrant workers, teachers demanding pay parity and Aanganwadi 
and Jeevika workers asking for better honorarium. Chirag went 
out in the field with just an one-point agenda—that of defeating 
Nitish’s candidates. He ran his social media hashtag as #Asambhav 
Nitish (4Nitish, not possible). 


Before the start of the November election campaign, hardly anyone 
gave Tejashwi a chance against the tried and tested Nitish Kumar. 
He was at best taken as just another Yadav leader in the making, 
who could barely hold on to Bihar’s Muslim-Yadav votebank. But 
young Tejashwi’s core team of RJD State president Jagdanand 
Singh, political advisor Sanjay Yadav, Rajya Sabha MP and party 
spokesperson Manoj Kumar Jha and former MP Alok Mehta 
worked out a strategy to project Tejashwi as the leader against 
Nitish. RJD also decided to shed Lalu Prasad’s posters so that the 
NDA could not raise the old bogey of Jungle Raj’, otherwise a 
successful plank. The RJD wanted Tejashwi to emerge as a leader 
on his own. His election speech was ready: It was about ‘10 lakh 
jobs’ offer. 


In a post-Covid world, when over 40 lakh migrants have returned 
home to Bihar and are unsure of re-employment, Tejashwi’s 
slogans became an instant hit. It was something like the BJP’s 
Directory Beneficiary Transfer (DBT) brand of populist politics. 
Tejashwi at certain events may have pulled a bigger crowd than 
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his father ever did. Tejashwi conducted 247 public meetings and 
four road-shows. The surging crowd looked ready to dismantle 
both Nitish and the BJP in Bihar. At one point, everyone was 
asking us what Tejashwi had in his kitty other than the Muslim- 
Yadav combo. 


My colleagues at The Indian Express, Vandita Mishra and Dipankar 
Ghose, concurred with my own finding—Tejashwi was breaking 
away from every social segment. The only thing that was being 
overlooked or written less about in the media was NDA’s core 
strength of EBC and women voters. Lallantop editor Saurabh 
Dwivedi, who extensively covered Bihar, also spoke of how rural 
women were fans of Narendra Modi’s schemes of Ujjawala and 
Jandhan. Yet, Tejashwi got NDA almost on the mat. 


There is little to choose between Tejashwi-led alliance’s 37.2 per 
cent votes and NDA’s 37.3 per cent. A day after results were out, 
Tejashwi pointed out it was a difference of only 12,270 votes but 
a difference of 15 seats between the two alliances. He raised 
questions on the Election Commission of India’s role in counting 
postal ballots. He was not convinced by the EC’s replies. Tejashwi 
is not a sore loser. Time is on his side, not Modi’s nor Nitish’s. He 
is the real victor of the 2020 polls in more than one sense. He can 
bide his time. 


Chirag Paswan has also been raring to emerge as an young and 
relevant leader. He walked out of the NDA just before the assembly 
polls. He told me how he never wanted the BJP to contest on less 
than 100 seats. Several LJP leaders said Chirag Paswan had been 
meeting top BJP leaders openly to decide on the right time to walk 
out and not negotiate with the NDA on the number of seats to 
contest. Chirag was given an unofficial assignment of ‘diminishing 
Nitish’. LJP got over six per cent of the votes. If these votes were 
added to the NDA, the Nitish-led alliance could have been way 
ahead of the Mahagathbandhan, despite the crowds and its 
populist slogans. 


Tejashwi and Chirag | 267 


Chirag could manage to win only one seat but his party has got 
over 10,000 to 50,000 votes on more than 50 seats. This is where 
he can work towards building his party. He is desperate to become 
a future ally of the BJP in Bihar, once JD(U) is out. But he has to 
earn his position by sticking to the ground. He may well have 
to start from his paternal village of Shaharbanni to get his rural 
connect, something which was the USP of his father Ram Vilas 
Paswan. 


Tejashwi has come out of his father’s shadow. Chirag is still a bit 
under it. Leaving Delhi’s comfort and having a permanent Bihar 
address can make another Paswan. 


THE CHURN 


Bihar after Lalu 
and Nitish 





One day, Green asked Saffron: What keeps you so vibrant? 


Saffron smiled: A lot of green inside me. 


IS THAT WHAT the future holds for Bihar? The Covid 19 crisis has 
upset all calculations, political or otherwise. We are in a state of 
‘viral’ denial. We are ringing into an all-new phase in every aspect. 
Everything around us looks in the reboot mode. Politics, too. 


Aspirational politics may not be as relevant in a post-Covid world 
amidst the snowballing impact of lockdown and untouchability 
of a different kind. MNREGA may well prevail over mind-games 
now. Tejashwi’s ‘10 lakh jobs’ promise proved as much. The 
young politician changed the narrative of the election by taking 
up basic demands of voters. 


But there is still a caveat. Hindu-Muslim divide will stay by the 
wayside and can sneak into the mainstream at any opportune 
moment, in a momentary lapse of public vigilance. Blaming the 
‘Tablighi Jamaat’ for the spread of Coronavirus is less a part of 
the country’s health debate and more a religious litany. “Vegetable 
vendors flaunting or hiding their religious identity’ is further 
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testimony to an atmosphere of complete mutual distrust between 
the communities. The CAA and NRC debate has already pervaded 
the political discourse till until the Corona virus took centre-stage. 


Bread and jobs can matter more than religion and caste. The NDA 
government had a good cover of the Corona crisis to hide its 
failures and economic mismanagement. The saffron brigade will 
still prefer emotive voters, a bit high on nationalism, than any 
questioning and reasoning ones. The NDA had to also face the 
migration blues, and a not-so-great development index, beyond 
the basic bijli, sadak and paani in the last three terms of Nitish 
Kumar as the Bihar CM. For the BJP, alliance with Nitish may 
well be political compulsion. Bihar BJP is not daring enough. But 
it wants to dare and has been waiting just for the right time. 


Bihar’s politics is at the far end of the era of JP’s scions. As the 
Patna-born DD Kosambi had predicted, the end of socialism 
heralds the arrival of a kind of capitalism that can only be imported. 
Pre-Independence Bihar led the struggle to escape feudalism, 
functioning as the national beacon for socialism by the 1960s. 
However, this failed experiment with socialism has left Bihar 
directionless. It no longer not only does not guide national politics 
or set the ethics code in parliament, like it or not, it is today just a 
dot on the changing contour of the national politics. Nitish Kumar 
is still holding fort as the last man standing from the Socialist 
camp. He looks good for a few more years, but, the politics in the 
State in another ten years may have an altogether different template 
and political proper nouns. 


Bihar politics is now entering an era that will make it bipolar. It is 
Saffron versus Socialists. Include the Left victories. While the 
Saffron will keep company of some smaller parties to stitch up a 
good social combination, Mukesh Sahani could be one leader to 
watch out for in the coming years. He would prove an asset to any 
combination he is attached with. His wavering loyalty is the only 
hindrance to his politics. On the other hand, Tejashwi will have to 
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work towards building a good social combination—besides the Left 
parties and the Congress. Tejashwi knows Congress is the weak 
link of his alliance. He has a tough task ahead but he has surely 
shown signs of a mature leader. Bihar has crossed over the 
Nitish Kumar phase. Nitish might decorate the chair but he may 
not hold on to it for a long time. 


There can be three possibilities—BJP taking the centre-stage with 
its aggressive brand of politics, Tejashwi cobbling a strong anti-BJP 
alliance, with the Congress and the Left. Someone like Kanhaiya 
Kumar can become the fulcrum of a non-RJD and non-BJP alliance, 
with support of the Congress. The grand old party, however, is not 
too sure of Kanhaiya because of his Left training. Congress, as its 
wont, would prefer someone moderate. 


Prashant Kishor can still be relevant as a strategist for any 
combination, not as a player—despite showing his public strength 
digitally. 


Mandal politics has perhaps completed its cycle in three decades, 
and may be on its way out, slowly. The 2020 Assembly election 
is the last election with Socialists at its forefront. Nitish alone has 
put the rise of the BJP in Bihar on hold. The first cycle had belonged 
to the Congress, when it had reaped the harvest of getting the 
country free and ruled till 1967. It then lost the Assembly elections 
in eight States including Bihar. 


Today, Mandal icons like Mulayam Singh Yadav and Lalu Prasad 
have been exhausted. Caste politics is slowly being blunted, 
with the BJP no longer coming forth as a party of Brahmins and 
Baniyas. Its politics of chaiwala as PM to a Dalit as president 
has punctured holes in Socialist politics. Reservation, too, is no 
longer a vast preserve of the Socialists. By giving 10 per cent EWS 
quota, BJP has blurred the caste line. BJP has been deftly trying to 
create a bigger, longer. somewhat darker line of religion, mixed 
with nationalism, in its bid to finish caste politics forever. Regional 
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titans alone are standing in the way of the BJP’s religion-based 
politics. Bihar is fast heading towards a BJP versus the rest of the 
political dispensation contest. The Congress, the Socialists and the 
Left can try a combination against BJP. How much it will succeed 
is anybody’s guess. Tejashwi, with his reserve of 20-22 per cent 
base, alone has a chance to give some resistance to the BJP, after 
Nitish Kumar is out of the race. 


Here are some theories; To begin with the least possible one, 
which is no less exciting. 


Kanhaiya, the Rabble Rouser and X Factor 


Former JNU Students Union president and CPI leader Kanhaiya 
Kumar has surely joined the political churn of Bihar politics. BJP 
may well be dismissive of him, Congress may ask what else is 
Kanhaiya bringing on the platter besides Muslim votes? The RJD 
may be averse to working with him because it sees him as a rival 
to its leader Tejashwi. Kanhaiya has surely been the talking 
point before the 2020 assembly polls, but will the Congerss really 
support him? Can the Congress persuade the RJD and Tejashwi 
to support Kanhaiya? No other young leader in the Opposition 
camp has created as much of a buzz as Kanhaiya. It is all about 
how he goes from here and what he does to allay the impression 
that just anti-BJPism is not his narrative. Equity and development 
is. Kanhaiya’s politics will also depend on the outcome of the 
sedition case against him. 


State politics has been about BJP, JD(U) and RJD (previously 
Janata Dal) for the last 30 years now. When any two of the three 
forces come together, they become unassailable. It happened 
with the BJP and JD(U) combination and also with the JD(U) 
and RJD combination. Nitish Kumar enjoys upper-hand in either 
combination. Nitish Kumar looks good for another term as a 
consensus chief minister. BJP may have its own plans, including 
going it all alone but the 2015 poll result and the party losing 
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power in six States may have compelled the BJP to stay in the 
company of Nitish for some more time. 


And now it also has to contend with the state of the economy. 


Kanhaiya may not have played a key role in the 2020 Assembly 
polls, he definitely looks a prospect for 2025, by the time the 
State’s politics enters the phase of ‘Bihar after Lalu and Nitish’. 


About 125 km from Patna, across Mokama bridge over the Ganga, 
there is a place called Bihat, once referred to as ‘Leningrad’ or 
‘Mini Moscow’ of Bihar because of the strong presence of the Left 
here till late 1990s. Bihat is more about Left ideology than its 
electoral numbers. It is like an ideological iron pillar—old, 
weathered, outdated, yet noticeable and somewhat august. Old- 
timers talk about leaders like Chandra Shekhar Singh, Suraj Narayan 
Singh, and Shatrughan Prasad Singh. At some distance from Bihat 
is Simaria, the birthplace of legendary Hindi litterateur Ramdhari 
Singh Dinkar, whose works infuse drive, energy, passion and 
patriotism. Legendary historian Ram Sharan Sharma is also from 
the same region. There is something exciting about the place. 


About Kanhaiya, too. 


Bihat revisited public memory once again in 2016, when Delhi 
Police lodged a sedition case against then JNU Students Union 
president Kanhaiya Kumar, for his alleged ‘inability to prevent 
shouting of anti-national slogans’ during a function at the university 
campus. Till the case was lodged, very few people knew that a boy 
from Begusarai’s Bihat village was JNUSU president. As the student’s 
union of the country’s premier educational institution was in line 
of fire, there was a nationwide uproar, both for and against the boy. 
BJP played its nationalistic card to the hilt, The Left cried conspiracy 
and the Congress looked confused. 


Assistant professor at Delhi University and former JNU student, 
Rajan Jha says: ‘Kanhaiya was chosen because he represented the 
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students union of the most prestigious university, which did not 
concur with the BJP’s line of thought. By trying to defame JNUSU, 
BJP tried to set a narrative of nationalistic politics—to create a 
narrative that those with them are nationalists and those against 
them are anti-nationals. Kanhaiya, the individual, was not the 
target, but the students’ union and ideology he followed was 
the target.’ (1) The institution, JNU, was the target. 


When this Bihar boy was arrested, travelling down to Bihat was the 
best way to get to know Kanhaiya Kumar's roots. He had been 
doing his research on South Africa’s anti-apartheid movement 
and looking for analogy with the Dalit and Socialist movements 
in India. We soon came to a typical village house with tile roof 
and horizontal open hall with multiple pillars, filled with ‘azadi’ 
slogans in blue and red against a white background. Inside the 
house was his bed-ridden paralysed father Jayshanker Singh (no 
more now), keeping his eyes on a small TV set by his bedside for 
updates on his son. Kanhaiya’s mother, Meena Devi, an anganwadi' 
worker earning 73,000 per month, looked bewildered and asked 
how her son could be called a ‘traitor’? Kanhaiya’s younger brother, 
Prince, with a chequered gamchha (a cotton towel) around his 
neck, had been taking most of the media questions. Prince has a 
masters’ degree in commerce. Most villagers called the case against 
Kanhaiya ‘a conspiracy and believe the incident could prove a 
blessing in disguise for the Bihar boy. 


After his famous speech at the JNU campus after getting bail, 
Kanhaiya became a most sought-after name to represent the other 
side of the debate. With his glib youthfulness, rustic charm, rawness 
and aggression, he started emerging as the most sought-after 


i. Anganwadi is a type of rural child care centre in India which helps poor 
children to eat. They were started by the Indian government in 1975 as part of 
the Integrated Child Development Services programme to combat child 
hunger and malnutrition. Anganwadi means ‘courtyard shelter’ in Hindi and 
other Indian languages. 

Creative Commons sources. 
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debater against BJP spokespersons like Sambit Patra. While the case 
against him lingered, he emerged as the prominent voice for the 
CPI. He became a national sensation and one of the most-watched 
young politicians on YouTube. He used social media forums, 
especially Facebook live, to great effect to connect with the young 
crowd. He was trolled and praised but could not be ignored. 


The more BJP got aggressive with its nationalistic politics, the 
more Kanhaiya offered his counterpoint more aggressively. While 
one expected someone from the Congress or Socialist camps to 
offer the BJP a counter, it was Kanhaiya, who filled that space. He 
had started cutting ice with the Muslims too. 


In Bihar politics, RJD saw him as an immediate threat to the 
emergence of Tejashwi. CPI had tried its best to align with the RJD 
for the 2019 Lok Sabha polls from Begusarai. RJD did not agree, 
despite intervention from the Congress and the Rashtriya Lok 
Samata Party chief Upendra Kushwaha. CPI and Kanhaiya then 
decided to go it all alone from Begusarai. Eventually, it was a 
three-way fight in Begusarai, among BJP’s Giriraj Singh, CPI’s 
Kanhaiya Kumar and RJD’s Tanvir Hasan. Kanhaiya was not the 
point of discussion in 2020 Assembly polls and hence, CPI is 
getting close with RJD. Seeing Kanhaiya and Tejashwi in one 
frame is always an interesting prospect. But Kanhaiya is keeping 
quiet. He may be biding his time. 


It looked like a mother of all battles with Kanhaiya getting national 
attention. He had definitely been creating a buzz among the 
Muslims and a section of the Dalit voter. Despite his best attempt 
not to project himself as an upper caste Bhumihar leader in a 
constituency where fellow-Bhumihar voters had to take a call 
between two candidates from the same caste, Kanhaiya stood 
with the Dalits and the Muslims. While Giriraj Singh had been 
revelling in his nationalistic slogans, Kanhaiya rode an open 
red car with some of his JNU supporters, to take on the electoral 
grind. He addressed people on the way, getting a good response. 
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This constituency had always been about the BJP having the upper 
caste vote, it was a question of how close Kanhaiya could get 
to Giriraj. However, the result was not as encouraging as his 
campaign had suggested. He was placed third. But then, the entire 
Opposition was surprised with the result and margin of loss in 
several other constituencies. 


Kanhaiya kept quiet for a while. When the NDA government 
brought the Citizenship (Amendment) Act and Union home 
minister Amit Shah said that a National Population Register 
(NPR) would be followed by a National Register of Citizens (NRC), 
Kanhaiya got his second break. Kanhaiya took to the electorate 
battlfield afresh. He got immediate support from Congress MLA 
and former JNUSU president, Shakil Ahmed Khan to launch his 
campaign for the assembly polls 2020. 


His first meeting in Purnia drew a huge crowd in which Kanhaiya 
said: ‘Aap agar hame nagrik nahi samajhte, hum aapko sarkar nahi 
maante (If you do not consider us citizens, we do not take you as 
the government).’ This line of attack set the tone. Kanhaiya later 
planned a State-wide tour from 30 January beginning at west 
Champaran playing up the Mahatma Gandhi symbolism. He got 
a very good response at most places, getting a maximum crowd 
of Muslims, youth and women. It culminated with a rally at 
Patna’s Gandhi Maidan on 27 February. The dominant presence 
of Muslims was evident in his rally. This is where BJP got an 
opportunity to put a label on him, in its bid to discredit this young 
challenger. 


Now that the Delhi government has allowed prosecution, Kanhaiya 
says he wants the court, not any media TV studio court, to give 
its verdict fast. Without naming Dehi CM Kejriwal, he says, 
‘the prosecution-sanctioned decision smacks of compromises 
made’. He says, by ‘lodging the sedition case against me, the BJP 
has set the narrative—one of the tukde, tukde gang. Any dissenter 
would be put under that bracket’. 
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Kanhaiya says: ‘My going to jail was surely a life-changing event. 
When I entered Mother Teresa ward of Tihar jail, it was like life 
coming to a full circle. I had delivered my first speech at a Bihat 
school on Mother Teresa. I remember having won an Oxford 
pocket dictionary prize... Another analogy which I had spoken 
about after coming out on bail was that, I was offered food on a 
plate that had two bowls, one red and another blue. Red represents 
Left and blue Ambedkarite ideology. With permission of the jailer, 
I had come out with a red and a blue bowl from the jail.’ (2) 


Kanhaiya cannot single out one reason for Bihat shaping his 
political sensitivity. 


‘Bihar is a very politically aware place. There is discussion of 
national issues at tea shops, schools and to homes. I imbibed a 
lot of politics consciously and unconsciously. The second thing 
that shaped my political thought was literature. As I would 
complete my courses fast, | would take to reading books of Prem 
Chand. Ramdhari Singh Dinkar. Though Dinkar was from my 
neighbourhood village, I knew him through his works. I liked his 
Sanskriti Ke Char Adhyay besides Rashmirathi. Another important 
event that gave me stage confidence was my association with the 
Indian People’s Theatre Association (IPTA) from Class six onwards. 
I won prizes in several categories.’ (3) 


Kanhaiya says, though his father had long been associated with CPI 
(ML) and had become a CPI member towards the last phase of his 
life, he cared very little for family norms. There had been life of 
want and penury. His eldest brother and sister had been sent to 
their bua (father’s sister) while Kanhaiya and his youngest brother 
stayed back with their parents. 


Kanhaiya had taken to earning very early on, as he would earn 
750 per day by administering polio drops right from Class seven 
on. His family did not have much agricultural land as most 
villagers had to give their land to the Barauni Refinery. His eldest 
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brother and sister could study till Class 10. His mother is a 
matriculate and his father had not passed his Class 10 examinations. 
Kanhaiya says, most young men of these villages with little earning 
would take up defence jobs, while economically well-off people 
would send their wards to study engineering or medicine. 


Kanhaiya would get first position in his class. He tells us the 
story of how, after getting first position in Class One, he was on 
his way home merrily. A village elder asked him how ‘unhattar 
(69) is written, he said, ‘59’ and got the subsequent numbers 
unyasi (79) and navasi (89) wrong too. The first boy of the village 
school had cut a sorry figure. 


Kanhaiya was a weak child and was not much into sports because 
he had no say or stake in it. In villages, children who do not study 
are asked to work in the fields. Kanhaiya wanted to avoid such 
tasks and took to books thus. This not only saved him from rigors 
of physical work but also earned him respect from society. He 
calls himself a very lazy thing but adds: ‘Laziness is a costly thing 
which all cannot afford.’ Kanhaiya recalls how a flurry of private 
schools had started opening in the locality in the 1990s and he 
also studied two years in one such school. 


After doing his Class 10, Kanhaiya told his father about his plans 
to study at Patna, as staying back in the village would have meant 
that he would be joining some college gang and later getting 
married. In 2002, he came to Patna and was formally associated 
with the All India Students Federation (AISF), students wing of 
the CPI. His politics became more organised. He would teach 
students to support himself. He would share an asbestos cover 
room with a student and had to pay 7250 rent per month. In 
Patna, he realised the importance of English, as a class in English 
could get him 725 per hour while a class in Hindi would get only 
%15 per hour. Kanhaiya started reading grammar books written 
by KP Thakur and later Wren and Martin. His brother Manikant 
had got a job as a guard in Assam and would send some money. 
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In later years, he brought Prince to Patna, where he studied till 
M Com and later also lived in Delhi. Kanhaiya says, living in the 
village could have made him a member of something like the boys 
in the Gangs of Wasseypur." 


His research subject made him understand social fault lines at a 
time when being critical of government means being Left. 


‘There is no replacement for the government. But it is not just a 
matter of fighting an electoral battle. I have complete ideological 
clarity about working for the deprived and ones like me in villages. 
Had I been not in politics, I could be doing the same thing 
as a teacher or a column writer... The problem is much bigger 
now. Ecology and health concern all. There could be camps in 
the world, with India showing proximity to the US, UK and 
Brazil based on personality cult leadership. The political lines 
of being Communist, Socialist or Congressman may blur’, says 
Kanhaiya. (4) 


He says, his playing a political role in Bihar in 2025 would depend 
ona lot of factors. He has been upset with the cash-based economy. 
Doing away with the public distribution system has been hurting 
everyone. He asks if people can eat money if market forces are not 
able to supply grains. Kanhaiya holds that a tea-seller becoming 
prime minister is great news for democracy but the question is, 
whether he is catering to the class he came from. 


Kanhaiya has consciously avoided campaigning in areas which 
had been witnessing Shaheen Bagh-type protests in Bihar. He 
rightly thought that his political opponent, the BJP, would try to 
discredit him by labling him as ‘pro-Muslim’. 


ii. Gangs of Wasseypur is a 2012 Indian two-part crime film, produced and 
directed by Anurag Kashyap, and written by Kashyap and Zeishan Quadri. 
Creative Commons sources. 
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Kanhaiya says, the BJP wants to address the Hindus. Everyone 
knows Muslims have been cornered to the edge. They are out 
on the roads with their women folks and children and have taken 
the Constitution of India in their hands and have been waving the 
tricolour. It is very easy for the BJP to tell people that Kanhaiya is 
getting the attention of only Muslims. The fact remains that the 
poor from all classes are deprived and come to his rallies. Non- 
Muslims will start coming to hear him, he believes, once they 
realise what he is saying. But BJP is interested only in discrediting 
and branding Kanhaiya. Senior BJP leader Sushil Kumar Modi 
says: ‘We have scanned his public meetings. He is mostly getting 
a Muslim crowd. He is more of a media creation.’ (5) 


At the time of writing, Kanhaiya was still not sure if he would 
campaign in the 2020 polls in Bihar. He says, he will definitely 
play a role in whatever manner he can. But he concedes that the 
NDA does have upper-hand under Nitish’s leadership. 


We ask him, can he be a player in 2025? He parries the question. 
Kanhaiya’s opponents are dismissive of him but Kanhaiya is not. 
He says Tejashwi enjoys a good support-base. RJD, however, does 
not want to give credit to Kanhaiya for taking up the CAA and 
NRC issues more forcefully than any Opposition. 


Tejashwi’s political advisor Sanjay Yadav says: ‘It was Tejashwi 
who had first talked about it. It is an organic crowd. Any other 
good speaker could have got as much crowd.’ (6) LJP president 
Chirag Paswan is outright dismissive of Kanhaiya. ‘He does not 
exist for me. I do not like to talk about the tukde tukde (divisive) 
gang.’ (7) 


The Congress is ambivalent about Kanhaiya Kumar. This is where 
Kanhaiya has his window opening. Senior Congress leader 
Shakil Ahmed Khan says: ‘I have been part of all his meetings. 
My party has surely backed him.’ (8) But another Bihar Congress 
leader asks if Kanhaiya is bringing Muslim plus votes. Kanhaiya 
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definitely has made the Congress think and discuss him in leisure 
and in detail. 


Prashant Kishor, the Digital Wonder 


Charioteers and war-room generals of modern-day politics often 
suffer from illusions of being equal to their masters. Kishor was 
perhaps mistaken at his elevation as JD(U) national vice-president. 
His success as poll strategist for Narendra Modi, Nitish Kumar 
and Jagan Mohan Reddy, caused him further hallucinations. 


After being expelled from the JD(U), he talks on Baat Bihar Ki’, 
which is a digital platform to connect with people. He is banking 
on his online strength, to build leadership without hitting the 
actual arena. This is where his politics is flawed. But he does not 
hesitate to publicise his grand plan. On the day of the launch of 
his ‘apolitical’ forum with a political intent, he says he is not here 
to work for either Tejashwi or the Congress. A few days later, he 
is seen in company of Bihar leaders Upendra Kushwaha and Jitan 
Ram Manjhi to discuss Bihar. Prashant’s asset is his efficiency and 
worth as a poll strategist, and his political connections. His 
limitation is his inability to touch base in politics. 


Kishor had joined JD(U) on a very high and ambitious note, in 
September 2018 amidst the background of facilitating the Grand 
Alliance victory in the 2015 Assembly elections by strategising to 
win 178 of 243 seats. This was no mean feat, as it meant, drawing 
level for Nitish against Modi after the JD(U)’s 2014 Lok Sabha poll 
drubbing. When Kishor joined JD(U), Nitish Kumar said that it 
was a matter of personal happiness for him. Kishor was soon 
anointed national vice- president of JDO(U)—a position not given 
to likes of party veterans Bashistha Narain Singh and close aides, 
Rajiv Ranjan Singh alias Lalan Singh and RCP Singh, the real 
number two to Nitish. The ceremonial elevation perhaps went 
to Kishor’s head. While RCP Singh was still in total charge of the 
party, Kishor was asked to create a cadre of youths. It was during 
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his interaction with aspiring youths that Kishor went on to promise 
a MLA ticket to every young man who could get 250-odd active 
members for the party. 


Patna University student Manish Kumar Singh says: ‘Several young 
men started buying cars and bikes on loan after meeting him, 
He has been directly getting offers for MLA tickets and would brag 
that he had made PM and CMs, and it was not difficult for him 
to make MLAs and mukhiyas. I am also one among those who 
bought a vehicle on loan.’ (9) 


JD(U) spokesperson Neeraj Kumar reveals: 


‘Kishor’s overenthusiasm in creating a youth cadre by giving 
them false aspirations and promises, did not get him the post of 
the man in-charge of the main organisation, which rightfully 
remained under RCP Singh. His business interests across political 
divides also created confusion in the party. He started losing out 
after not being made part of the seat sharing in the 2019 polls. He 
had only hurt us by saying JD(U) could get four-five seats. He had 
been also expecting campaign assignments from the BJP at the 
national level for the 2019 polls (which he did not get).’ (10) 


Tejashwi, the Challenger 


Tejashwi is the challenger, who could have become the chief 
minister. Lalu Prasad was perhaps the happiest man on the earth 
after exit polls gave a clear majority to the RJD-led alliance. 
He had sensed return of power to his family after 15 years. His 
elder son Tej Pratap Yadav had almost anointed his younger 
brother, his Arjuna, to the CM’s chair on Tejashwi’s birthday 
on 9 November, a day before the election results. Several former 
MPs and ex-legislators had started streaming into Lalu Prasad’s 
residence, some with hopes of getting some positions. 


But it was joy of three nights and two days after the exit polls. The 
actual results still showed the Grand Alliance surging. But by noon, 
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NDA had taken the lead and it kept going in a see-saw manner, so 
very like the recent US election. This has been the most difficult 
elections for political pundits, especially for those who were not on 
ground zero. Exit polls again showed its vulnerability. It again 
showed why people should take such exit polls with a pinch of 
salt. The most common joke was that exit pollsters ‘worked from 
homes’. But the truth was somewhere in-between. At least 20 seats 
had a very close fight, just a victory margin of as close to 10-12 
votes. It could have been anyone’s game. 


Tejashwi showed great maturity in the face of his narrow defeat. 
In fact, he claimed that the mandate had been in his favour. 
He also took a dig at Nitish Kumar, who used to say that RJD 
got 80 seats in 2015 polls because of his face. Tejashwi now 
asked, what happened to that much-touted development face of 
Nitish Kumar, whose party, JD(U) has slid to third position in 
State politics. 


Tejashwi takes heart from the fact that RJD is still the single largest 
party. He will continue to keep his communication channels 
open for Jitan Ram Manjhi and Mukesh Sahani, whose displeasure 
with NDA can in the future give Tejashwi a chance to form his 
government with help from Asaduddin Owaisi’s AIMIM that got 
five seats. The RJD-led alliance has 110. With four seats each of 
Sahani and Manjhi and five of AIMIM, it would be one seat more 
than complete majority of 122, in a House of 243. But BJP may 
well be too clever to let that happen. Another outside chance 
of Tejashwi coming to power rests with Nitish Kumar. If he is 
forced to the wall, he has the RJD option open. But it looks more 
unlikely now, with Tejashwi in the dictating position. And there is 
no reason why Nitish should cross fence to make Tejashwi CM. 
Nitish, in all probabilities, will end his political innings in the 
company of the BJP till it keeps cajoling and persuading him. 
Nitish accepted the offer of becoming CM again, with a display of 
his unwillingness. But it was part of his politics. 
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Tejashwi’s next challenge is to hold on to his new constituency of 
a good chunk of youth and aspirational population, migrants and 
workers. He will have to stay connected with people. The more he 
spends time in the field as Leader of Opposition, the more will 
he be able to take on the government. His task becomes a bit 
easier with Sushil Kumar Modi no longer Bihar’s deputy CM. 
Modi was a one-man army when it came to launching attacks on 
the RJD. Tejashwi is now a unanimous leader of the RJD and his 
alliance. His job is to keep cementing his position. 


Chirag, the Other Paswan 


The 2020 Assembly elections was investment for Chirag Paswan 
for his 2025 battle. He may well have got a fair share of BJP votes 
but his efforts still cannot be belittled. He has surely somewhat 
filled the vacuum of being a leader of the Paswans, after the death 
of his father Ram Vilas Paswan, who held on to his constituency as 
an individual politician and also as the leader of the LJP since 
2000. Chirag’s party is very much an NDA ally at the Centre. He 
played ‘Hanuman’ very well. He seldom hid. 


His role has been of being a friendly ally of the BJP. He is waiting 
to fill the spot that will eventually be vacated by the JD(U)— 
sooner or later. He is already being discussed as a leader but he 
has to prove that he can extend his base beyond the Paswans. 
NDA has its set of Paswan leaders in Sanjay Paswan, an MLC, and 
his son Guru Prakash, national spokesperson of the BJP. Chirag 
has got just the right diction. He does not face any aversion from 
upper castes either. With former CM Jitan Ram Manjhi being the 
only Dalit leader with some credence, Chirag has his task cut out 
to emerge as a Dalit voice. His urbane look and accent and his 
opulence may pose a bit of problem but this is where he can learn 
from his father, who passed off as a ‘son of Dalit’, despite being 
rich and comfort-seeking. Chirag’s another asset is mixing his 
acting with politics. For that matter, every actor is a politician. 
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He heard slogans in his favour during the cremation of his father. 
Right from his fall after feeling giddy at the funeral pyre of Ram 
Vilas Paswan to posing before a garlanded portrait of his father, 
his every video image can be politically deciphered. 


A senior BJP leader recalls: ‘As there was a frosty relationship 
between Nitish Kumar and Chirag Paswan, PM Narendra Modi 
ensured that there should not be any slip-up in the cremation of 
Ram Vilas Paswan. For the first time since the death of Jayaprakash 
Narayan, defence forces were asked to be in command of the 
funeral of any Bihar politician. A special plane was sent and Union 
minister Ravi Shankar Prasad was assigned to monitor the 
proceedings. One could see the chill between Nitish and Chirag at 
the Patna airport, after the arrival of Paswan’s mortal remains. 
Nitish should have approached Chirag or his mother Reena 
Paswan to console them. Nitish also did not approach Chirag at 
the cremation ground. In fact, Chirag showed a great gesture by 
touching Nitish’s feet during the final rituals for Ram Vilas.’ 


Now that the 2020 assembly election is over, Chirag faces his real 
test. How Chirag goes about his politics from here could decide 
his future role. People of Bihar know his name. But he has to work 
hard to give longevity to his name with Paswan surname. 


Upendra Kushwaha, the Loser 


Rashtriya Lok Samata Party (RLSP) chief Upendra Kushwaha, who 
was part of six-party alliance called Grand Secular Democratic 
Alliance failed yet again. His best show is still victory over three 
out of three Lok Sabha seats as a BJP ally in 2014 polls. His party 
got two seats in 2015 Assembly polls in company of BJP. As a 
Grand Alliance partner in 2019 Lok Sabha polls, he drew nil. His 
fall began from there. His party did get 5,000 to 40,000 votes on 
40 plus seats and ate into Nitish Kumar’s traditional vote-base 
of Koeri-Kurmi, his problem is its convertibility into seats. Before 
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Assembly polls, he had explained how he failed in his mission to 
split away Nitish’s constituency. 


Kushwaha conceded: ‘It is true that I have not been able to split it. 
We did well in the 2014 Lok Sabha polls with the NDA, but 
something went wrong in the 2015 Assembly and in the 2019 
Lok Sabha polls. We are back to the drawing board. But I have 
taken up the core issue of poor-quality education in Bihar.’ (11) 
Kushwaha grew under the shadow of Nitish Kumar and uses his 
caste surname on Nitish’s suggestion. Nitish, in his third term, 
had made him Leader of Opposition in the Assembly, replacing 
Sushil Kumar Modi. 


Kushwaha and Nitish share the same social space of Koeri-Kurmi 
votes and this is where Kushwaha’s problems lie. His politics 
rotates around opposing Nitish—something that cannot hold 
water. He and Nitish cannot co-exist. Once Nitish retires and 
his party becomes politically insignificant, Kushwaha still will 
have some role to play in either alliance. But he will have to 
wait and also rework his political strategy. Kushwaha could have 
easily become Nitish Kumar’s successor had he stayed loyal to 
Kumar. But Kushwaha had been in some hurry and spoiled his 
chances. He now has no option but to wait for some opening. 


Mukesh Sahani, the Emerging EBC Leader 


From a Darbhanga boy, who had left his home for Mumbai to take 
up a job of Rs 900 per month, and then to turn into a film-set 
designer, Mukesh Sahani has pursued an interesting journey. 
He became a leader of his fishermen’s caste, bearing surnames 
of Sahani, Nishad and Kevat, because of his charity, mainly 
scholarship for the education of his community children. 


He formed his Vikasshil Insaan Party (VIP) in 2018 and tested first 
electoral test in the 2019 Lok Sabha polls, quite unsuccessfully 
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though. He had wanted Tejashwi to declare him as the deputy CM 
candidate of the alliance, but the RJD leader was reluctant. Sahani 
sensed it and walked out of the Grand Alliance, alleging the RJD 
had backstabbed VIP. BJP lapped up the opportunity and gave 
it 11 seats. Sahani won four seats and has come very much in 
the reckoning. He has potential to emerge as the EBC leader of the 
NDA. Bihar has not seen a pan-Bihar EBC leader after Karpoori 
Thakur. It is a different thing that Thakur was seldom taken as a 
leader of any particular class. He was a true mass leader. Mukesh 
Sahani’s over-ambition could be his problem. If he invests his 
time in the field and does some good work, he can find himself in 
reckoning among the league of young and second-generation 
Bihar leaders. Sahani has to bear in mind that politics is not a 
grand dazzling Devdas set. But the man has surely thrown his hat 
in the ring. 


Jitan Ram Manjhi, Dalit Leader by Chance 


Jitan Ram Manjhi, who hails from Mahkar village of Jehanabad, 
was hardly noticed till Nitish Kumar surprised everyone, 
including Manjhi, by making him CM in May 2014 after the 
JD(U) was drubbed in the 2014 Lok Sabha polls. Manjhi had 
himself conceded that he had no idea of becoming CM as he 
had been leaving for Gaya. He had said in a 2015 interview that 
Nitish Kumar called him to the CM House and made him sit on 
his chair, saying the chair belonged to him now. Remaining CM 
for nine months and then falling out with Nitish, Manjhi joined 
the NDA, leaving it to join the RJD-led alliance, then to return 
again to the NDA before the 2020 Assembly polls. However, 
unlike the others, Manjhi has not shown any political growth. 
He rarely takes to the field and tries to emerge as a pan-Bihar 
Dalit leader without any groundwork. His politics is largely 
about his family. He will be remembered as a token Dalit leader 
of Bihar politics. 
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Uninspiring Congress 


Congress in Bihar believes a lot in symbolism. Come death and 
birth anniversaries of big leaders, one notices some State Congress 
leaders garlanding portraits of the big leaders. It is a party that 
plays politics through its memory. When it contested 70 seats in 
the 2020 polls, several of its leaders started claiming the party 
could win 30 to 40 seats. It had started converting Tejashwi’s 
crowd into its own votes. It did get some disgruntled BJP votes, 
but it has failed to find a constituency it can call its own. Its old 
constituency of Muslims, Dalits and upper castes have largely 
shifted to other camps and its fortunes mainly depends on 
individual stature of its candidates and convertibility of the RJD’s 
base votes. The Congress continues to run short of ideas. It has 
no policy or plans. It still has some offices, some dilapidated 
ones like its political fortunes. There is no trace of a younger 
generation of Congress leaders in the State. Congress is surely 
a milestone around any alliance’s neck but it is still miles from 
being a major player in State politics. For now, it will swim and 
sink with the RJD. 


BJP AND NITISH, BJP VS NITISH 


The Bihar BJP is taking a lot of heart from the UP model where the 
party defeated a combination of the SP-BSP in 2019 and 
SP-Congress in the 2017 Assembly polls. BJP went out in UP with 
the Narendra Modi face. It had OBC stalwarts like Keshav Maurya 
to provide a counter to the OBC politics of the Opposition in 
UP. Yogi Adityanath came to the scene only after the BJP got a 
thumping majority. 


The first hint of Nitish and BJP still willing to co-exist came with 
top BJP leaders cajoling Nitish to take up the CM’s chair for a 
fourth time. Nitish demonstrated unwillingness to take up the 
top job as he had lost position of the senior partner in the NDA. 
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The first hint of Nitish versus BJP came with the BJP dropping 
Sushil Kumar Modi as deputy CM. Modi has long been seen as 
Nitish’s ‘man in BJP’. Modi denied the allegation time and again by 
saying that the party decides everything, not him. With Sushil 
Modi now out of reckoning in Bihar politics, Nitish Kumar has 
lost his sounding board in the BJP. Sushil Modi used to be Nitish’s 
go-to man in the BJP. 


The saffron party first ensured that the JD(U) and BJP contested the 
2020 polls as equal partners. It realised its next goal by emerging as 
the senior NDA partner with the poll results. The third objective is 
to further weaken Nitish. BJP will tread cautiously with Nitish as it 
would like Nitish’s constituency of EBC and Mahadalits, and also 
the Koeri-Kurmi votebank to automatically and naturally shift to it 
in the course of time. 


But there is definitely a ‘Mission Nitish’ plan in the BJP. What 
I have gathered from numerous on-record and off-record 
conversations of some key BJP leaders is that the BJP wants to 
play its game of cornering and sidelining Nitish from 2022 
onwards, by either asking him to become a Union minister or 
even Vice President, or asserting its position more aggressively 
than ever before, on a development plank and Hindutva, laced 
with nationalism. Its plan is also to ensure that the RJD does not 
ever get close to the JD(U) again. 


The RJD has often accused the BJP of carrying on a sustained 
political vendetta since filing of the IRCTC case against Lalu, Rabri 
and Tejashwi in 2017. BJP believes, a flurry of court cases will 
keep Lalu and Tejashwi in check. Tejashwi, not being overtly 
critical of the BJP, is also suggestive of this BJP plan. For that 
matter, it is not many years ago that Lalu Prasad had also met the 
then Union minister Arun Jaitley with ‘an offer’. To dump Nitish. 


BJP may have to wait for a situation when Nitish either retires or 
gets retired, hurt. 
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Bihar beyond Lalu and Nitish is Saffron versus all other hues. The 
choice of the two deputy CMs also shows, the BJP is ready to dip 
into Bihar’s caste politics and leave nothing to imagination. Saffron 
is fast threatening to subsume all the different shades of Green. 


But never forget what Niels Bohr said: Prediction is very difficult, 
especially if it’s about the future. 
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